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Background 
 
Introduction – Steven Ross, MLDRIN Coordinator 
 
Indigenous peoples in the Murray Darling Basin 
 
• There are some 75,000 Indigenous peoples in the MDB. 
• The Majority are traditional owners from about 40 Indigenous Nations or tribal groups. 
• Growing at a rate six times faster than the non-Indigenous population and account for 3.6% of the 

National Indigenous population. 
• This has planning implications for Government including in NRM. 
 
MLDRIN 
 

The Murray Lower Darling Rivers Indigenous Nations is a confederacy of Indigenous Nations or 

traditional owners in the Lower Murray Darling Basin who come together to make collective decisions 

on our rivers in a respectful and holistic manner. The Confederate Indigenous Nations are  

• Wiradjuri 

• Yorta Yorta 

• Taungurung 

• Wamba Wamba 

• Barapa Barapa 

• Wadi Wadi 

• Mutti Mutti 

• Latji Latji 

• Wergaia 

• Ngarrindjeri 

 

Each of these Indigenous Nations have responsibilities unique to their territory in the Murray and 

Darling River valleys and are recognised under traditional laws and customs as having a spiritual, 

cultural and physical connection and responsibility for caring for homelands within their traditional 

boundaries. 

 

The information in this paper is specifically about MLDRIN but the issues are nationally applicable. 

 
Indigenous Aspirations for the Rivers 
 
Management of the River Murray needs to incorporate a range of outcomes including those listed 
below:  
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• Healthy Alive Restocked Revegetated 
• Free flowing  
• Natural cycles  
• Access rights for Indigenous people so they can move freely to continue cultural practice  
• Traditional fishing/hunting  
 
Protection of Rivers -  3 Main Principles 
 
1. The Land/Water and People are interconnected 
 
In the Indigenous Responses to The Living Murray Initiative, Indigenous peoples clearly identified 
concerns about the lack of respect not only for themselves, but also for the natural resources of the 
country. 
 
The river system must be treated with respect, as it is the lifeblood of the country. If the river is in 
poor health, it can not provide spiritual, cultural, economic and social benefits to all those who depend 
on it.  
 
There is a connection between Indigenous people, land and water that is inseparable. If the River and 
land is unhealthy then so are the people.  
 
2. Recognition of Indigenous Inherent Rights and Participation in NRM 

 
• Indigenous peoples inherent rights as traditional owners: 

Indigenous peoples in Australia have distinctive rights and a status based on prior and continuing 
occupation of land and waters, and authority and autonomy as distinct polities. Indigenous 
peoples’ contemporary identity is a window into and reflection of their past which shows strong 
threads of continuity and the survival of their distinct political, social, cultural and economic 
identity. 

 
• The Right to be engaged in decision-making: 

Environmental and resource management decisions should be made in active consultation with the 
Indigenous Nations, and the consultation is not just informing people of decisions and impacts. 
Measures should give consideration to whether the Indigenous Nations themselves are able and 
willing to implement appropriate measures themselves.  
 

• Recognition as owners and custodians: 
The right to use and to take water is an essential part of the historical and contemporary lives of 
Indigenous Nations. Today, water continues to be central to the survival of Indigenous people in 
Australia. Indigenous peoples have the right of the use and enjoyment of natural resources and the 
right to pursue and economic life. This also extends to the allocation of water for cultural purposes 
which I will talk about later. 
 

• The Right to protect cultural heritage and identity: 
The right to control access to and use of knowledge, including language, practices and innovations 
is an important right of the Indigenous Nations. The right to protect cultural knowledge extends 
beyond knowledge about specific places, and protecting those places. The 
Indigenous Nations are entitled to seek to maintain the ownership of intellectual and cultural 
property, even in words, or in their use of or relationship with particular species, and in any 
commercial advantage that may be derived from their use. This rights suite also includes the 
protection of flora and fauna, of sites of significance and preserving cultural economy. 
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3. Holistic Approaches to NRM 
 
The basis of management of the river system must be a whole landscape approach, including all 
tributaries of the River Murray. The objective for management of the river’s resources must be 
sustainable use with the core values of the river system preserved as a legacy for future generations.  
 
Therefore policies for land and water management must include a human dimension including our 
knowledge systems and forms of governance. They should also: 
• Not separate land and water management and compartmentalise the Rivers. Western science 

acknowledges the connection between water quality and land management – water is cleaner at 
the other end of the Barmah Choke and through Werai Forest. 

• Inclusion of Indigenous traditional knowledge and sciences with Western modes of NRM. 
 
 
Government Response 
 
Recognition of TO Inherent Rights, through 
 
• Consistent approaches to policy and legislation; [this broad level and there are specific things TOs 

want to achieve on the ground for the protection of Rivers but the broader policy level has to be 
effective for that to occur]. 

• Agreement based negotiations and full informed consent eg. MoU between MLDRIN and MDBC; 
and 

• Appropriate resourcing for Indigenous programs to protect the eco-cultural landscape including 
monitoring and evaluation of the environment by traditional owners. 

 
Indigenous Land and Water Management Plans 
 
• The development and implementation of Indigenous Land and Water Management Plans 

developed by traditional owners can be included into existing Watering Planning processes, with 
the Cultural Intellectual property remaining with Traditional Owners. 

 
Indigenous Water Allocations 
 
Traditional owners have particular relationships connected to the health of the river ecosystems, 
government water law, policy and management which relates to river health has to be cognisant of 
these relationships.  Government policies to return water to the river country, and restore river health, 
have the potential to address this contemporary dispossession today and into the future.   
 
The allocation of water directly to Indigenous Nations and/or local communities serves a number of 
purposes: 
• Preservation of current domestic, cultural, and economic 
• use; 
• Redressing lost utility and dispossession; 
• Purchasing ‘eco-cultural services’; 
• Reinforcing self-management; 
• Protecting future cultural development; 
• Facilitating economic development; and  
• providing for community growth. 
 
Recommendations: 
 
• Proper recognition of Traditional owner inherent rights to Country; 
• Full participation and inclusion of TOs in NRM processes; 
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• Consistent legislative and policy approaches: 
• Appropriate resourcing for this process; 
• Development and implementation of Indigenous Land and Water Management Plans that includes 

Indigenous traditional knowledge and land and water management systems; 
• Joint management of public lands along riverways; 
• Indigenous Water Allocations for cultural social and economic purposes. 
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