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Australia’s Murray-Darling –
an ecological mess

Water resource development

State of protected aquatic 
ecosystems

Role of ‘river people’ –
floodplain graziers

What’s working
Cotton

Rice

Grapes and fruit



•65% increase in 
water use between 
1983/84-
1996/1997
(Australian Water 
Resource Assessment 
2001)
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Degraded protected areas 
and Ramsar sites
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Forest

Macquarie 
Marshes

Gwydir 
wetlands

Lowbidgee
floodplain

Narran Lakes

Menindee Lakes

Coorong

Kulkyne
Lakes



Wastedwater Marshes

Lake Waterski

Allsins Estuary

Rubbishtip
Swamp

Abitstuffed River Basin
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Irrigation
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channel
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Scales for conservation 

• ‘Icon approach’ - within 
catchments

• ‘Whole’ river protection

• ‘River people’

• Politics



Narran Lakes Nature Reserve 
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Macquarie Marshes
• Nature Reserve (10%) 
and the rest – mostly 
floodplain grazing

• Two Ramsar wetlands

• Abstraction upstream for 
irrigation

Cotton

Macquarie 
Marshes



Degradation

Major dams
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Policy and management

River people – supporting 
environmental flows

Media

• Water Management Plan 1996 -12% 
cut to irrigation diversions

• 160,000 ML of environmental flows
• Focus for conservation of other rivers
• Potent alliances for conservation
• Media
• Riverbank



Restoring environmental flows

• $1 billion restoration of flows to 
the River Murray

•All Governments of the 
Murray-Darling Basin

• initially through water 
efficiencies

• ‘buy-back’ of water in theory

• Riverbank (NSW Government) -
$105 million

•Buy-back of irrigation licences

•Macquarie, Lachlan, Gwydir, 
Narran



Moderate

River Murray slide

2001
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Final figure – 500,000 ML



Queensland - Wild Rivers legislation -2006
• Protect free-flowing rivers
• No new dams
• Originally 19 rivers, now six

Victorian Rivers (Heritage Rivers Act 1992)
• 18 Heritage Rivers, 25 natural catchments 
• Protection of natural rivers and streams
• Scenic, recreational, cultural, conservation
• Little progress on management

Whole River Basin Protection 
in Australia

Ovens River

wildrivers.org



Darling River

Paroo River

Paroo River

Queensland

New South Wales

600 km

Paroo-Darling 
National Park

Nocoleche Nature Reserve

Currawinya National ParkParoo River 
Agreement signed 
by Premiers in 

July 2003
• Research
• Scientific workshop on the river
• Media
• Effective community action
• Strong Government processes

Floodplain 
graziers
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• River people-science workshops 

• ‘Flush-out’ water development 
policies

•Attract media attention

•Build political capacity in communities

• Learning from each other – lessons of 
the Murray-Darling Basin

• Neutralise ‘economic’ drivers for water 
development

• ‘Unholy alliance’ with green groups

Australian Floodplain Association, 
Science and conservation NGOs



Need for ecological data and understanding about 
ecological and socioeconomic impacts

Build political capacity of river communities - ‘sold’
through media

Protected areas - flagships for conservation; 
‘authorise’ conservation involvement in rivers 

Protected areas – require catchment scale protection 
of flows

Two key models

a) ‘icon’ approach; 

b) flow protection for whole river basins 

Conclusions – lessons learnt
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