
Towards Sustainable Water 
Use in the Murray-Darling 

Basin 

The Murray-Darling Basin is a catchment area for one of Australia’s largest river
systems, covering an area of one-million-square-kilometres from Queensland, New
South Whales, Victoria, South Australia and the Australian Capital Territory [1].

The Basin has a critical role in supporting RAMSAR listed wetlands, native fish & water-
bird species endemic to river systems, and native floral communities [2].

It has an important function for industries and communities with one third of the
nation’s food supply being produced in the area, & 1.3 million people relying on the
Basin for fresh water.

The management of water in the Murray-Darling Basin has been highly controversial
for more then a decade. State & federal governments are attempting to protect and
improve the environmental health of river systems whilst supporting farmers, and the
economic and social needs of communities.

‘Has	the	Murray-Darling	Basin	Plan	Achieved	any	Positive	
Outcomes	for	the	Environment?’

The health of the Murray Darling Basin has declined following the
effects of drought, over allocation of water and poor resource
management[3]. A study was conducted to assess the performance of
the MDBP since its implementation. Numerous publications
reported on the environmental outcomes at locations where
environmental water was delivered however research was lacking on
a basin wide scale. At the sites where environmental water was
delivered, improvements on the hydrology, ecology and water
quality were observed [3]. However, this data alone does not indicate
positive outcomes on a Basin wide scale.

‘Can	Native	Australian	Botanicals/Foods	Aid	Water	
Management	Issues?’

Native foods are currently grown throughout the whole of Australia,
with ‘rainforest’ and ‘desert’ crops harvested[4]. Given the
Mediterranean climate of NSW VIC, focus is put on arid/desert
species – Muntries, Wattleseed, Quandong & some native citrus.

The infancy of the industry denotes some agronomic knowledge is
lacking, and greater consumer awareness is necessary.

Stakeholders	Needing	Involvement	
• Independent Research Groups - To carry out detailed audits

and monitoring programs in a way that records on a basin wide
scale

• State Governments and Territories- Funding, planning and
implementation of a monitoring and research program that is
consistent basin wide.

• Indigenous Australian Communities - To help increase
awareness of important cultural wetlands

• Local Communities - Build a social license to encourage public
to support the monitoring program.
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Stakeholders	Needing	Involvement	

Actions	for	Future	Growth	

1. Promote	public/consumer	awareness	of	native	foods	
&	their	multiple	uses	to	develop	a	strong	market.
Creating both a domestic and international demand for native
foods encourages producers to increase supply.

2. Increase	Research,	Development	&	Extension	efforts
Researching agronomic requirements of crops may decrease
barriers to entry & plant breeding may create more water-
efficient cultivars.

Market	development
• Peak	industry	bodies	(ANFAB)	(Aus

Food	&	Grocery	Council)
• Traditional	owners
• Advocacy	groups	(Aus Fresh	

Produce	Alliance)
• Government	(ATIC)
• R&D	groups	(AgriFutures,	HIA)
• Growers
• Consumers	

Research,	Development	&	
Extension
• Peak	industry	bodies	(ANFAB)	
• R&D	groups	(AgriFutures,	HIA)
• Growers
• Traditional	owners

Actions	for	the	Future

1. Basin Wide Research and Monitoring of the
Environmental Outcomes of the Murray-Darling Basin

Researching and monitoring the river system on a basin wide scale
will help water planners to understand the impacts of environmental
water allocations on the whole basin rather then at the specific site
the water was released. The data collected needs to be quantifiable
rather then just reported based on absence/presence to gain a
better insight of the flows and environmental conditions of the Basin
is in.
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