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Ref: D19/34365 

Stephen Palethorpe 
Committee Secretary 
Environment and Communications Legislation Committee 
PO Box 6100 
Parliament House 
CANBERRA  ACT  2600 

Dear Mr Palethorpe 

Thank you for inviting the Murray Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) to provide a written 
submission to assist the Committee’s inquiry into the Murray-Darling Basin Commission of 
Inquiry Bill 2019. 

The MDBA has no comment on the central proposition of the Bill, which is to establish a 
commission of inquiry into the Murray-Darling Basin to investigate various matters. This is 
properly a matter for the Australian Parliament.   

However, I do take the opportunity to note that Basin Plan implementation is at a critical 
point, reflecting the progress which has been made and the ongoing commitment of Basin 
Governments. 

This brief submission consolidates previously published material the MDBA considers 
relevant to the Committee’s consideration of the Bill. This material is contextual in nature 
and hopefully provides the Committee with relevant information regarding the Murray-
Darling Basin and the Basin Plan. 

Once fully implemented, the Basin Plan will reduce water extractions by around 20 per cent 
or equivalent, and will improve river operations to achieve the best use of increased water 
for the environment. While water recovery is not yet complete, over 2,000 gigalitres per 
year on average has been returned to the environment. Irrigation will be substantially more 
efficient than before, helping to partly offset the economic impact of reduced water 
availability.  

The Basin Plan represents an unprecedented improvement for the environment and a 
significant structural adjustment for industries and communities. It represents leading edge 
and world first improvements in water reform. Success will depend on the cooperation and 
ongoing support of all governments and the wider community. I expect that the Committee 
would want to consider issues that arose from the South Australian Government’s Royal 
Commission into the Murray-Darling Basin. The MDBA provided a submission to the Royal 
Commission. While the Royal Commission report contained some analysis that we support, 

Murray-Darling Basin Commission of Inquiry Bill 2019
Submission 11

http://www.mdba.gov.au/
http://www.mdba.gov.au/
https://www.mdbrc.sa.gov.au/sites/g/files/net3846/f/mdbrc-submission-russell-james-mdba-act.pdf?v=1539234436


Office of the Chief Executive 

 

 

 

Office locations 
Adelaide, Albury-Wodonga,  
Canberra, Toowoomba 

 mdba.gov.au 

 

Page 2 

our overwhelming view is that the principal conclusion of the report—that we should start 
all over again and remake the Basin Plan—would set back progress towards a healthy and 
sustainable Basin and cause substantial uncertainty for Basin communities. The progressive 
improvements now being made to the state of the river system across the Basin, as 
acknowledged in the recent Productivity Commission report, would be deferred or lost in a 
scenario where implementation stops. 

The MDBA remains committed to transparency, to effective and open communication and to 
education on Basin Plan matters. I draw the Committee’s attention to the significant number 
of existing reviews which have been undertaken and the very broad range of information 
and primary materials which are publically available on implementation issues. The Basin 
Plan has been examined and reviewed and subjected to more scrutiny than just about any 
other major policy.  

I note that Commonwealth and Basin Governments will soon respond to the Productivity 
Commission’s most recent report. A list of previous substantive reviews and government 
responses are provided at Attachment A. The planned reviews provided an opportunity for 
implementation to be adapted and improved in response to these inquiries. For example, 
the Northern Basin Review resulted in changes aimed at achieving more with less water 
recovery and providing greater focus on flow management rather than diversion limits and 
water recovery volumes. 

The ability to adapt in future is hardwired into the Basin Plan. There are many review points 
remaining which provide an opportunity to further adapt and reinforce implementation. The 
Basin Plan must be reviewed periodically, with the next review scheduled for 2026. 
Remaining reviews are detailed at Attachment B. 

I acknowledge that drought conditions and recent events including the Menindee fish kills 
have eroded trust and confidence in the Basin Plan and the institutions responsible for its 
delivery, including the MDBA. Conversely, these events underpin the very essential nature of 
the Basin Plan and the reform it will deliver. With a view to rebuilding trust and confidence 
we are increasing our focus on: 

• Recovering momentum in implementing the Basin Plan. Our second report card 
confirmed delays across key areas including water resource plans and the SDL 
Adjustment Mechanism. Water resource plans are an integral element of 
implementing the Basin Plan. They set new rules based in Commonwealth law for 
how much water can be taken from the system. They also ensure that state water 
management rules include new arrangements that strengthen water management at 
a local level. Once in place, they will be subject to systematic monitoring and review. 

• Improving public confidence by continuing to improve compliance arrangements 
across the Basin. 

• Better communicating how decisions are made and on what basis. Like any 
organisation, there is more we can do to improve communications and transparency, 
and this remains a priority for the MDBA. An example is that we now publish 
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immediately on our website any water resources plans that Basin States put to us for 
accreditation. 

• Strengthening monitoring and science. 

The path forward must be characterised by ongoing cooperation and commitment. Everyone 
will need to work together to implement the Basin Plan in its entirety, and to ensure we can 
progressively adapt and improve. Australians deserve the opportunity to benefit from the 
Basin Plan.   

The MDBA appreciates the opportunity to provide this submission. I would be happy to 
provide further information if the Committee feels it would be valuable or necessary. 

Yours sincerely 

Phillip Glyde 

26 July 2019 

  

Murray-Darling Basin Commission of Inquiry Bill 2019
Submission 11

http://www.mdba.gov.au/


Office of the Chief Executive 

 

 

 

Office locations 
Adelaide, Albury-Wodonga,  
Canberra, Toowoomba 

 mdba.gov.au 

 

Page 4 

Attachment A- Past reviews 

Recent reviews 
Productivity Commission’s Five-year assessment (December 2018) and the South Australian Murray-
Darling Basin Royal Commission (January 2019) 

• The MDBA made submissions to both of these inquiries 
Reviews on recent fish deaths 

• NSW Department of Primary Industries Interim investigation report  
• Independent assessment of fish deaths lead by Professor Rob Vertessy  
• Australian Academy of Science Investigation Report 
• Response to recent fish death events- Recommended action plan 

Compliance reviews in 2017 and 2018 
• The Murray-Darling Basin Water Compliance Review 
• The NSW Matthews Inquiry into water management and compliance 
• Queensland's Independent audit of rural water and compliance 

The MDBA’s determination to adjust sustainable diversion limits  
The MDBA’s 2017 Basin Plan Evaluation 
The MDBA’s Northern Basin Review  
The MDBA’s Reviews of Sustainable Diversion Limits for 3 groundwater sources 
It has also been subject to 70 independent reports 
There have also been numerous reviews undertaken or initiated by the Commonwealth Government 
(such as the Independent review of the Water Act 2007) and State Governments. 
Parliamentary Inquiries 
Since 2010, there have also been nine parliamentary inquiries: 
• Senate Environment and Communications References Committee inquiry into Sustainable 

management by the Commonwealth of water resources (October 2010) 
• House of Representatives Standing Committee on Regional Australia Inquiry into the impact of 

the Guide to the Murray-Darling Basin Plan: Of drought and flooding rains (June 2011)  
• Senate Standing Committees on Legal and Constitutional Affairs - A Balancing Act: provisions of 

the Water Act 2007 (June 2011)  
• House of Representatives Standing Committee on Regional Australia Inquiry into certain matters 

relating to the proposed Murray-Darling Basin Plan (August 2012) 
• Senate Standing Committees on Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport for inquiry and report 

into the management of the Murray-Darling Basin (March 2013)  
• Senate Select Committee on the Murray-Darling Basin Plan - Refreshing the plan (March 2017)  
• House of Representatives Standing Committee on Agriculture and Water Resources inquiry into 

water use efficiency in Australian agriculture - Making every drop count (Reported December 
2017)  

• Senate Rural and Regional Affairs and Transport References Committee Inquiry into The integrity 
of the water market in the Murray-Darling Basin (November 2018)  

• House of Representatives Standing Committee on the Environment and Energy Inquiry into the 
management and use of Commonwealth environmental water (Report on 7 December 2018)  
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