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Disclaimer: 

Nous Group (Nous) has prepared this report for the benefit of Murray–Darling Basin Authority (the Client). 

The report should not be used or relied upon for any purpose other than as an expression of the conclusions and 
recommendations of Nous to the Client as to the matters within the scope of the report. Nous and its officers and employees 
expressly disclaim any liability to any person other than the Client who relies or purports to rely on the report for any other 
purpose. 

Nous has prepared the report with care and diligence. The conclusions and recommendations given by Nous in the report are 
given in good faith and in the reasonable belief that they are correct and not misleading. The report has been prepared by Nous 
based on information provided by the Client and by other persons. Nous has relied on that information and has not 
independently verified or audited that information.  
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1 Introduction  

On the 19th and 20th of June 2024, the Murray-Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) hosted its annual two-day 
River Reflections Conference in Albury. This was an opportunity for all partners – individuals, businesses, 
government agencies, peak bodies - to come together to explore key themes associated with the 
management of water resources in the Murray-Darling Basin. 

The theme of this year’s Conference was centered around looking at the art of the possible when tackling 
complex problems and using the wisdom of the collective to shape a way forward together.  

The program featured a series of presentations, networking opportunities, an interactive workshop, a field 
trip, and an optional dinner. It was also an opportunity for the MDBA to launch their Basin Plan Review 
Early Insights Paper (EIP).  

Nous Group (Nous) was engaged to facilitate the interactive workshop session, focused on the EIP, on the 
morning of Day 2 of the Conference. The objective of the workshop was to facilitate interactive discussions 
about the EIP and its role in the Basin Plan Review by: 

• Distilling initial impressions and reflections on the EIP.  

• Convening a panel discussion about how the EIP supports the review.  

• Unpacking what is meant by a ‘healthy Basin’. 

This short report summarises the outputs of the key discussions of the EIP workshop and associated pre-
workshop activities.  
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2 Pre-workshop activities  

During Day 1 of the Conference, Sir Angus Houston, Chair of the MDBA, launched the Basin Plan Review 
(BPR) Early Insights Paper. The purpose of the EIP is to share the MDBA’s current thinking on some of the 
Basin’s most complex challenges. In his address, Sir Angus noted how:  

• The EIP is part of the MDBA’s commitment to be open and transparent about the issues that they are 
grappling with.  

• Thoughts and ideas from the Conference participants on these issues will help shape the 2026 BPR.  

• The MDBA will continue to work to create constructive relationships, build trust, and elicit feedback as 
it listens and consults with the Basin community.  

His closing remark was that, in short, the Basin Plan Review will be undertaken with Basin stakeholders, not 
to Basin stakeholders.  

Sir Angus’ launch of the EIP set the tone for the EIP workshop on Day 2. 

In advance of that, Nous facilitated two short pre-workshop activities.   

The first of these, at the end of the afternoon of Day 1, was a brief introduction to the workshop objectives 
for Day 2. This included an introduction to Slido, an online audience interaction platform, through which 
participants were asked:  

“Tell us which objective you are most interested in tomorrow?” 

There were 170 responses to this question from the online and in-person audiences, with the results 
reproduced in Figure 1 below. There was overwhelming interest in the third objective, Unpacking what we 
really mean by a ‘healthy Basin’, with 75 per cent of the votes.  

This pre-workshop activity concluded the conference for Day 1, leaving the audience a couple of hours to 
continue reflecting on the EIP Summary provide to participants, and perhaps walk along the Yindyamarra 
Sculpture Walk during sunset before returning for the Conference Dinner.  

Figure 1 | Slido results from multiple choice quiz about workshop objectives
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Over the Conference Dinner, Nous facilitated the second pre-workshop activity – the development of an 
interactive historical timeline to celebrate the depth of Basin management experience in the room.  

Participants were asked by a show of hands to identify how long they had been involved in the 
management and care of the Basin.          

Nous then invited the participants with the longest and shortest involvement in the management and care 
of the Basin to stand together at one edge of the room, and then for the remaining participants to find 
their place in a circle around the edge of the room according to length of involvement, using the person 
with the longest involvement (more than 50 years) and shortest involvement (just a few days!) as their 
reference points. 

At this point, we acknowledge that when talking about time involved in managing and caring for the Basin, 
it is important to recognise the more than 60,000 years on of continuous care and connection to Country 
by First Nations people.  

Participants were then asked to discuss with their ‘cohort’ (the people next to them): 

“What have been the most significant events and milestones during your involvement in managing 
and caring for the Basin?” 

In plenary, a sample of participants from around the circle shared their perspectives, and these were 
recorded on a timeline, reproduced in Figure 2 below. 

Some interesting observations: 

• Time involved ranged from just six days to more than 55 years! 

• The median number of years of involvement and care, i.e. at the halfway point around the circle, was 
20 years. 

• There was approximately 5000 years of experience in managing and caring for the Basin in the circle – 
a lot of collective wisdom! 

MDBA Chief Executive, Andrew McConville, observed, in his closing remarks how this underlines that: 

 “It is our collective responsibility to take our collective experience and use that power to drive the 
change that we need to see in the future, to deliver rivers for generations”.  

Figure 2 | Timeline of significant milestones in Basin water management 
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3 Distilling initial impressions and reflections on 
the EIP 

Day 2 of the Conference began with the EIP workshop. As a brief warm-up activity, participants were 
invited to complete a Slido word cloud with the prompt:  

 Reflecting on yesterday, capture your impressions of Day 1 in a word or short phrase.   

The results of the word cloud are captured in Figure 3 below. 184 participants across the online and in-
room audiences responded, some providing multiple responses, with key themes from Day 1 
presentations featuring prominently e.g. the importance of effective collaboration for getting traction on 
the complex problems of the Basin.  

Figure 3 | Word cloud to capture initial impressions of Day 1 

 
The substantive part of the EIP workshop began distilling initial impressions and reflections on the EIP, and 
its summary of the five key issues the MDBA is currently grappling with, in this part of the BPR i.e. 

1. Accessing environmental outcomes 

2. Climate change and preparing for our future 

3. Moving beyond ‘just add water’ 

4. Managing the northern Basin 

5. Building on, and simplifying the Basin Plan 
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In-room participants were asked to first introduce themselves to their table, and then to discuss:  

 “What are your initial impressions of the EIP?” 

At the same time, online participants were asked to contribute their responses to the same discussion 
question on a Slido Ideas Board.  

In the plenary discussion that followed, participants were given the opportunity to share their responses.  

Key points from this discussion: 

• For many, their early impressions of the EIP were positive – people reported that it seems to highlight 
the important issues, and the broad direction of the BPR. In particular:  

• There was broad support for the idea of moving beyond ‘just add water’ e.g. native species losses 
caused by predators need action outside of water management.  

• People appreciated the recognition of differing complexities in the northern Basin and the highly 
regulated southern Basin, although increasing integration and connectivity remains important. 

• Some were pleased with the acknowledgement of First Nations but noted it doesn’t go far enough 
– First Nations people will need to be ‘front and centre’ in decision-making to address imbalances. 

• Some participants called out what seemed to be key gaps in the EIP on a first read:  

• A number expressed concern about native fish populations, and the fact there wasn’t an obvious 
pathway for native fish recovery - “water is life, fish kills mean the river can’t support life.” 

• Some pointed out that economic interests need to be considered more explicitly in conjunction 
with the environment – enhancing regional economies is important (e.g. note food security risks).   

• Others pointed out that the EIP doesn’t appreciate we have an incomplete system - it seems to 
miss private storages, and the gaps in the system of weirs and locks.   

• Others focussed on the challenges of engagement fatigue, and how MBDA can best collaborate 
effectively with communities on this aspirational but challenging list of issues. They suggested: 

• Provide clear guidance and timeframes for how community feedback can influence decisions (with 
examples), including how this feedback sits alongside scientific/political considerations. 

• Publish some form of ‘collaboration map’ that clarifies the respective roles and responsibilities of 
key parties in the BPR (e.g. MDBA and CEWH) to improve collaboration and engagement.  

• Design engagements to work with people’s values and emotions e.g. one group noted the mental 
health impacts of “watching a dying river system”.  

Online responses were largely aligned with the in-room audience reflections, with positive reflections 
including:  

• Strong support for moving beyond ‘just add water’, and appreciation for the recognition of non-flow 
measures to ensure a healthy environment.   

• Support for the proposition to employ an implementation method that uses the best information we 
have now and adapts as we move forward.  

• Overall, an EIP that articulates a ”good set of principles and provides a clear direction”. 

Online responses also identified areas for improvement and development, such as:  

• Greater emphasis and attention on prioritising fish populations (aligned with in-room sentiments!). 

• There was a question about whether we have sufficient data to meet the commitment to bring in more 
science.  
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• Concern that there was no commitment to deliver the Basin Plan in full, and whether that means we 
are accepting emerging short falls.   

Nous recorded responses on a whiteboard during the session and then included participants’ sticky note 
responses to the whiteboard after the session. The responses are captured in Figure 4 below. A closer look 
at the impressions, including the online responses in the Ideas Board are recorded in Appendix A.  

Figure 4 | Initial impressions of the EIP responses 
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4 Convening a panel discussion about how the EIP 
supports the Review  

The second objective of the EIP workshop was to generate a panel discussion to enable stakeholders to 
ask questions about the EIP and how it supports the BPR.  

The panel members were:  

• Andrew McConville – Chief Executive of the Murray-Darling Basin Authority 

• Tim Goodes – Executive Director, Basin Plan Division 

• Grace Mang – General Manager, Basin Plan Review Strategy & Integration Branch 

Nous invited Grace, Tim and Andrew to make opening comments about the EIP and its role, and to discuss 
their reactions to anything raised in the previous session. Key points from their opening comments:  

• Andrew addressed the questions about transparent and effective community engagement by:  

• Highlighting the MDBA’s strong commitment to building collaboration and incorporating 
community feedback. 

• Demonstrating how previous feedback from the recent Basin Leaders Summit had informed the 
EIP, and confirming how feedback from this Conference will also be used to shape the BPR.   

• Noting the limitations of what the Basin Plan can and cannot do, and how members of the Basin 
need to manage expectations of what the MDBA can achieve.  

• Tim responded to some of the key points from the previous session: 

• Reinforcing the importance of managing expectations around the MDBA’s sphere of influence, 
and of being clear about where they are seeking to play.  

• Pointing out how the MDBA’s new approach to sharing information creates more opportunities 
for keeping interested people informed along the way and incorporating their feedback. 

• Addressing the topic of sustainable diversion limits in the BPR, including confirming that while 
these decisions are made for the next ten years, the MDBA’s perspective is much longer.  

• Grace related the purpose of the EIP to the art of the possible and tackling complex problems:  

• Recalling how the Basin Plan originally had a narrower scope based on a response to the 
millennium drought, but the EIP is probing to see which issues are now a priority for community. 

• Highlighting that what may appear as ‘aspirational’, as per initial impressions of the EIP, is more 
about MDBA probing where the possibilities are for exploring complex problems.  

• Recognising, on the topic of ‘just add water’, there are spaces such as holistic land and water use 
that are firmly within the state wheelhouse yet are connected to the outcomes of the Basin Plan.  

Meanwhile, all online and in-room participants were encouraged to type any questions into Slido’s Q&A 
function and then vote up other questions that interested them.  

Nous led the Q&A by asking the panel the most upvoted questions. There were 88 questions loaded into 
the Slido Q&A function, of which six were answered in plenary. A full list of the questions with their 
respective scores from upvoting is recorded in Appendix B. 
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The following are key takeaways from panellist responses to the questions answered:  

“How will equity be facilitated for facing that First Nation’s never ceded water and need to be front and 
centre and not just one person on board and committees?” 

• The MDBA appreciate the need more First Nations representation in governance generally, but also 
note the MDBA is adding another First Nations MDBA board member.   

• Currently, First Nations’ involvement is not threaded right through the Basin Plan - the MDBA is 
seeking a more complete representation of First Nations throughout all steps of the Basin Plan.  

• In the spirit of a more transparent approach, the MDBA appreciate they haven’t arrived at where they 
need to be on this challenge but are taking new action such as the reset of First Nations engagement.  

“When will better fish management be included?” and “Under a Native Fish Recovery Strategy we 
desperately need funded fishways at Menindee. How do we make this happen?” 

• Feedback on the EIP so far highlights that the approach to native fish populations is a gap, but there 
are a few actions being taken to address this e.g.:  

• A Sustainable Rivers Audit next year with a fish indicator component.  

• The BPR could address how effective fish strategies have been in the Basin Plan so far.  

• The Native Fish Recovery Strategy developed by the Australian Government in partnership with 
Basin state governments, is also under review.  

• It may be that this approach is fractured, and the Conference feedback seems to be highlighting that 
fish recovery needs packaged strategies that work together to create positive outcomes at Basin scale. 

• The federated system plays a role in the fractured approach to fish recovery strategies, with the MDBA 
sitting in between state departments that are responsible for different strategies.  

“How can we keep the community productively engaged?” 

• The MDBA outlined existing engagement mechanisms that the MDBA has introduced over the last 
couple of years, and will continue to utilise and lean on, such as:  

• The Basin Community Committee, who represent communities right across the Basin.  

• Regional Community Forums, which occur across the Basin half a dozen times a year. 

• Meetings with peak, industry and NGO bodies that occur a few times a year.  

• The First Nations Leadership Group, which feeds into the outlook for next year (as an example of a 
different approach to First Nations engagement).  

• The MDBA reinforced their openness to engagement, highlighting entry points through the REO 
network, website links to express views and ask questions, as well as direct approaches!  

• Andrew noted that he spends about 50 per cent of his time doing regional tours as part of the 
MDBA’s commitment to community engagement.  

• Re consultation fatigue, the MDBA is working to be more respectful of the contribution of 
communities e.g. beginning engagements by confirming what they have previously heard to 
demonstrate they are actively listening and to avoid going over the same ground.  

“Great to see we’re moving beyond just add water – will Basin funds be made available to support other 
NRM activities such as fishways, riparian, pest plants and animal management, etc?” 

• The MDBA doesn’t have ‘buckets of money’ – the MDBA role is to provide advice to Government 
about changes to the Basin Plan so that it can better reconcile with broader issues.  

• In moving beyond ‘just add water’, the question the MDBA is asking is how they can better give weight 
to that aspiration through the Basin planning framework, rather than through funding.  
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• Recommendations to Government may suggest additional funding, as part of the MDBA’s ‘soft 
leadership’ approach to influencing, but the regulatory framework is the primary focus of the BPR. 

“Why was the EIP not released a week ago, so we could really review and give feedback in this session?” 

• The MDBA committed to releasing the EIP at this Conference as an obvious place to have the first 
conversations, and to do the initial testing, with community, on the issues the MDBA is grappling with.  

• The MDBA stressed how this is just the first opportunity to discuss the EIP, and how there will be many 
more opportunities for feedback to shape the BPR. 

• For example, Andrew outlined the several regional tours planned over the next six months where the 
EIP will be discussed, as well as continuing conversations through other engagement channels.  
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5 Unpacking what we really mean by a ‘healthy 
Basin’ 

The final session of the interactive workshop began by recapping some of relevant key take-aways of the 
recent Basin Leadership Summit, namely while there was broad agreement at the Summit that healthy 
communities and healthy rivers are a common aspiration, a healthy Basin looks different to different 
people – capturing some combination of economic, social and cultural ambitions.  

Basin Leaders concluded that we need to reach a shared understanding of the meaning of these words 
and ensure the associated outcomes and indicators are crafted in ways that ‘speak to community’.  

Responding to the challenge, the final objective of the EIP workshop was to unpack what is meant by a 
‘healthy Basin’ to better understand how the key elements of a healthy Basin are different for different 
people.  

Nous first invited participants to consider: 

“What does a healthy Basin mean to you?”  

Individually, in-room participants wrote their responses on sticky notes, while online participants used a 
Slido Ideas Board to record their answers. Nous collected both the sticky note and online responses, which 
are included in Appendix C. Nous grouped the sticky note responses into 16 themes, noting there was a 
high degree of overlap between themes. Table 5, within Appendix C includes the number of responses per 
theme, with the most common themes noted as:  

• Balance, 25 responses.  

• Sustainable ecosystems, 25 responses.  

• Thriving economies, 24 responses.  

 

Participants were asked to share their responses with their table, or in the case of online participants, to 
read other people’s responses, and then to discuss: 

“What are the key takeaways from this review of the different descriptions of a ‘healthy Basin?” 

In plenary, participants were then asked to share their key take-aways. Key points from this discussion:  

• For some participants a healthy Basin is defined in environment/ecosystem terms e.g. it’s about 
allowing rivers to be rivers, lakes to be lakes and wetlands to be wetlands.  

• For other participants, a healthy Basin is about economic and social outcomes e.g. supporting 
thriving, resilient, engaged communities, featuring strong regional growth and sustained employment. 

• But for many at the Conference a health Basin connects these elements e.g.   

• A healthy Basin (or Healthy Country) involves combining all the elements of land, water, people 
and community, it is about “thriving communities, both human and non-human”.  

• It is about connectivity, across: rivers and flood plains; communities and decision makers; the 
environment and irrigators; north and south; water systems and the broader catchment. 

• It is all about working together to deliver a healthy environment, healthy river, strong regional 
communities, and productive regional economies.   

• Others offered different angles on what a healthy Basin is: 

• Fish: Can we use a single indicator i.e. fish - a great way to communicate the value, condition and 
health of the Basin (more fish means better water quality, less algal blooms). 
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• More about the characteristics of decision-making i.e. transparent monitoring and research; alert to 
the dangers of bias; learning from the from mistakes of the previous Basin Plan.  

• It’s ultimately about resilience e.g. a healthy Basin is capable of coping with extreme climates to 
provide services for the community.  

• Sustainability e.g. it is about an efficiently supported working mechanism of natural capital that 
has the regenerative capacity to support people, place and purpose without compromising itself.  

• Everything in balance e.g. resilient to threats, sustainable processes, longevity, healthy 
relationships, checks and balances, for the environment, community, industry and First Nations.  

Nous recorded a high-level summary of the responses shared in plenary which are captured in Figure 5 
below. Table 1 also contains a typed list of the responses captured in Figure 5. Online responses to key 
takeaways of a healthy Basin were captured in a Slido Ideas board, recorded in Appendix D. 

Figure 5 | High-level summary of the key takeaways about a healthy Basin shared in plenary 

  

Table 1 | Typed responses of high-level summary of the key takeaways about a healthy Basin shared in 
plenary which are captured in Figure 5 

Key takeaways  

Learn from lessons of the 1st Basin Plan  Respectful 

Healthy environment  Political decision to scientific problem  

Strong regional communities  Healthy = longevity, resilience  

Whole Basin perspective  Basin = environment, communities, First 
Nations 

Productive communities  Connectivity  

Thriving human and non-human communities  Communities are thriving and engaged  

Engagement at the local level  Long-term sustainable development  

Healthy Country (land & community)  Parallel aspirations in the Basin Plan  

Partnerships with local communities  Sustainable support for Basin communities  
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Key takeaways  

Monitoring of feedback  Transparent decision making  

Strong irrigated Ag sector  Sustained employment and growth  

Healthy and resilient  Diversity of ecosystems 

No dead fish  Whole of Basin approach  

No poor water quality or algae blooms  Future-minded  

Effective leadership Sustained livelihood  

Noting people have different ideas of healthy  Increased regional growth and recreational use 
of Basin  

Rivers and wetlands are distinct  Climate change adapted  

Collaborative model of engagement  Fishway needs funding  

Consider change  Relaxing flow constraints to achieve objectives  

Trust  Prosperous community and environment  

Efficient, regenerative  Attention to fish  

Alert to the danger of bias, need all views  

 

This activity concluded the EIP workshop. 
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Appendix A Distilling initial impressions of the EIP 
responses 

Figure 6 | Initial impressions of the EIP - sticky notes captured from white board Part 1 
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Figure 7 | Initial impressions of the EIP – sticky notes captured from white board Part 2 
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Figure 8 | Initial impressions of the EIP – sticky notes captured from white board Part 3 

 
 

Table 2 | Online responses to initial impressions of the EIP discussion question 

What are your initial impressions of the EIP? Upvotes 

Encouraging that it finally recognises the critical importance of non-flow measures to 
the health of the Basin environment  

12 

It's good to see a key theme "moving beyond 'just add water'. For too long many 
have oversimplified what we are seeking to achieve with a healthy working River     

7 

We need an implementation commitment that moves forward with the best 
information we have now, and that adapts as we go along. Otherwise, we risk more 
years of science and thinking without much learning by doing. Just send it. 

6 

No firm commitment to delivering Basin Plan in Full; moving beyond just add water 
might imply accepting the emerging shortfall 

5 

Commitment to bring in science but has sufficient data been collected  5 
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What are your initial impressions of the EIP? Upvotes 

Put the fish first- if we improve the system to allow fish to improve, wouldn't 
everything else also improve? A simple focal point for all- fish. 

5 

Better management of flows. 4 

Commitment to open consultation in contrast to BP#1 4 

I don't believe the wider community or "customers" that benefit from our waterways 
are at a point to accept that First Nations people and how we successfully managed 
the water should be reintroduced. How can it be enforced without pressure?  

3 

Commitment to revised timelines  3 

keen to get on with it 3 

Early Insights is a good set of principles and provides clear directions - well done 3 

Bullet point two - “Identify” for First Nations - it’s not “implement”. That’s not good 
enough  

3 

Nexus between hydrology and ecology should be better understood for more 
accurate assessment of environmental outcomes moving forward into the future 

3 

Allows for greater management and understanding of the Northern Basin and 
encourages the CEWH to continue to trade water for environmental benefits apart 
from just adding more water. 

2 

Focus should gradually shift from water recovery to water delivery considering 
operational aspects of the river system and pro-active management of recovered 
water from system perspectives needed. 

2 

Simplifying the plan sounds good in theory but it is addressing a naturally complex 
problem - how can it be simplified meaningfully without being reductive of the 
problems we face? 

2 

Integrated Land & Water approach is supported particularly for complementary 
measures but addressing over-allocation requires a firm 'top down' commitment. 
Complementary measures need to remain complementary similar to TLM not instead 

1 

Will the locations from which existing water was sourced be acknowledged in 
quantity and reliability? This is important to demonstrate transparency and fairness. I 
haven’t had opportunity to read the EIP 

1 

Dealing with constraints seems too hard 1 

Simplifying the plan will be difficult without simplifying the governance. 1 

Why do so many people, especially northern and eastern region irrigators still not 
understand why S.A. must have water flowing out the mouth of the River Murray to 
keep the river alive?   The water which reaches S.A. is much lower quality. 

1 
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What are your initial impressions of the EIP? Upvotes 

Great to see the northern Basin in EIP. We are seeing far too many cease-to-flow 
events - water for the environment is not enough to address this. We need to see a 
truly connected Basin.  

1 

The EIP shows that there is a long way to go  1 

You haven’t mentioned pandemic and the different impacts it had on Basin 
communities and its industries.  

0 

We need to give equity - equal say - to ALL communities along rivers.  0 

When 70% of our food is exported, we aren't facing a food security issue - we are 
facing a food-profit issue.   Fully agree that we cannot allow this to be a political 
football again 

0 

Need for equity in facing First Nations never ceded water and need to be front and 
center and not just one person on board and committees.  

0 

Taking an integrated approach to water management is essential as is the 
commitment to engage about decision making.  

0 

Water is only one system that is transitioning, this will impact how, and when water is 
used - this isn't really acknowledged. How do we keep emerging users like energy 
(hydrogen, nuclear etc.) off the river, how thirsty will they be? 

0 
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Appendix B Panel discussion questions 

Table 3 - Answered panel discussion questions 

Question  Upvotes 

Great to see we’re moving beyond just add water - will Basin funds be made available to 
support other NRM activities such as fishways, riparian, pest plants and animal 
management etc.? 

33 

Why was this not released a week ago so we could really review and give feedback in this 
session? 

28 

When will better fish management be included? 27 

How can we keep the community productively engaged? 26 

How will equity be facilitated for facing that First Nations never ceded water and need to 
be front and center and not just one person on board and committees.  

22 

Under a Native Fish Recovery Strategy, we desperately need funded fishways at 
Menindee.  How do we make this happen?  

22 

 

Table 4 | Unanswered panel discussion questions 

Question  Upvotes 

How will the voice of younger people be captured? How do they see their lives and 
futures in the Basin? 

31 

Food security isn’t addressed  28 

Remember that the water for the environment in the Basin Plan is the very bare minimum 
that is needed. The science said that much more is needed. 

28 

Where are the economic studies on regional and national outcome, cost of living, food 
security and national security  

23 

How are you going to synthesise opposing views to work out a way forward?  22 

With respect to moving beyond ’just add water’, what is the strategy to effectively 
manage water quality and associated riparian management within the Basin? Is there an 
opportunity to collaborate with agencies outside of the Water Act? 

21 

How much ground truthing is done to confirm modelling? 19 

Why is there a distinct lack of the environmental opportunity irrigation brings through 
dual purpose water via delivery channels and on farm opportunity in this whole 
discussion? 

18 
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Question  Upvotes 

How do you think the average age in the room affects the advance of these issues? How 
do you think we can bring more younger people to the table? 

16 

The early insights paper seems to gloss over the significant risks to agriculture 
communities and the environment, why are you not being more courageous? 

14 

Will the numerous constraints in the many rivers in the Basin be addressed to allow the 
CEWH to make full utility of the entitlement? 

14 

Is the 450 GL still needed? 13 

How are we weighing up first nations and western science at equal weight at every stage 
of the review? 

11 

What is the actual integration between the MDBA community, adaption, flexible etc and 
the actual delivery approach of the Department. Seems to be misaligned and therefore 
erodes trust and creates confusion? Who is in control really??  

11 

If I wasn't a water person but was trying to understand the issues and opportunities 
would this document help me to understand the role of water, the challenges and 
opportunities. 

10 

How do we go about showing Basin communities how little water is actually flowing 
through the Murray Mouth? Connectivity needs to increase rather than decrease to keep 
the system healthy for all users! 

10 

We need to get rid of the carp. Not only do they undermine our rivers they undermine 
the outcomes you are getting. 

10 

From Carol in S.A.   Why do so many people still not understand why a highly 
contaminated and salt laden river needs to be flushed out of the mouth to ensure its 
survival.  Why is not a differential rate charge for high Vs poor quality water? 

8 

How will the important issues outside of the 5 key challenges be addressed and dealt 
with? 

8 

How do you envisage addressing complexity, by going beyond basic metrics (i.e. ‘just 
add water’), while still ‘simplifying the Basin plan’?  

8 

The Southern Basin has done the heavy lifting to date. I’m concerned the Northern Basin 
has been treated differently for so long and as a result avoided returning water to the 
system. 

8 

How can we improve water literacy; particularly the recognition of how rivers flow and 
connect from the upper rain-fed areas down to the arid lower reaches which totally 
depend on connectivity? 

8 

The removal of the water rule from ACCUs and large scale reveg projects. What are the 
other opportunities e.g. Nature Repair Market and how this could help or hinder 
freshwater use and ecosystems. 

7 



 

Nous Group | River Reflections Conference 2024 – Early Insights Paper Workshop Report | 3 July 2024 | 22 | 

Question  Upvotes 

We just heard that the current Basin Plan relies on “wrong” facts. What opportunities will 
there be to test and build trust in the science underpinning the review? How do we 
overcome the challenge that people aren’t persuaded by facts? 

7 

What is a healthy river? How is this being measured? What is a resilient and thriving 
community? How is this being measured? 

7 

There were some fantastic examples of the difference that the BP has made - how do you 
ensure the messaging speaks to the successes as well as the challenges so you bring 
people along - saying it is worth it.  

7 

Where is energy in this? Many proposed technologies need lots of water (hydrogen, 
nuclear etc.) this could fundamentally shift demand and who can pay.  

7 

Have you considered that - we may already know everything we need to do, and how to 
do it, but the barrier actually is - creating a sense of destination for everyone can 
comprehend and get behind?    (Healthy Fish)                   

6 

How does the plan maximise the opportunities of climate change eg.  increased, less 
frequent high rainfall events. 

6 

Removing the threat of water recovery from communities will set a much better scene for 
a collaborative framework focusing on significant environmental outcomes.  

6 

Socio and economic is not mentioned as a measure with environmental outcomes. They 
are intrinsically linked. In the EIP summary "maintain healthy rivers that support resilient 
and thriving communities", how/where to measure in the review?  

6 

The Basin Plan was drawn up during the millennium drought but since then we've had 
three significant flow events; do communities still recognise the need to address historic 
over-allocation?  

6 

How are the multiple competing priorities- environment, cultural, agriculture, tourism, 
economic weighted in terms of decision making? And is this weighting process 
transparent? 

6 

Communities are suffering - is this the Basin Plan, or is it more than that? 5 

To fix the Rhine River in Germany industry and towns were required to have their water 
off takes downstream of their sewerage discharges. Would a similar approach focus 
everyone on what the real issues are, especially Canberra?  

5 

Yesterday Tim Jarvis raised the spectre of possible 3.9 C degrees average temp rise by 
end of the century. This timeframe is within my kids’ theoretical lifetimes. What does this 
mean for the next Basin Plan?  

5 

Will there be any push to the states to ensure accurate metering on all our farms and 
environmental uses? 

4 

Should the Plan better harmonise with the MDB Agreement  4 
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Question  Upvotes 

Bias and lack of political courage, the absence of representatives is obvious and a serious 
failing in regional and national democracy  

4 

How can we address the drying of the floodplains without dealing with constraints? -
small no regrets steps?  

4 

The EIP does not recognise the Basin Plan target was a massive compromise for the 
environment. Industry now asking to reduce recovery further is frustrating.  

4 

Why do we only focus on environment vs irrigation? No mention of dry land agriculture, 
tourism, employment in fishing etc. All of which rely on a healthy river system.  

4 

Nuclear or renewables? 3 

Those in SA relate to "just add water" as it is NEVER acknowledged that the Lower 
Murray is a virtual sewer drain compared to the system enjoyed in the Northern Basin.  
Why is water quality not a focus? 

3 

Considering the negative environmental impact of monocultures, what role do you see 
agroforestry playing in the future of water efficiency management? 

3 

A sustainable Basin needs integrated catchment management. What is possible within a 
water management tool to achieve this?  

3 

Water equity is an issue…city folk take it for granted - is it time we tackled preparing 
them for drinking recycled water?  

3 

How can landscape repair and rehydration be incorporated (e.g. Northern Basin) to 
contribute to habitat restoration (for fish and other native flora and fauna) and increase 
biomass production and deliver natural capital? 

3 

What is done to ensure diverse and marginalised voices are represented in community 
engagement and what plans do you have to make this more equitable? 

2 

Can the MDBA take a leadership/coordination role in implementing whole of catchment / 
integrated catchment management strategies? Even if responsibility for implementing 
some strategies lie with other agencies, e.g. managing pests. 

2 

Will the plan link to policy or plans that do cover what is not included? 2 

How do you think communities will respond to the review of the BP? Particularly those 
who feel they haven’t been listened to or heard.  

2 

Could you please expand on the commentary on page 21 regarding potentially changing 
environmental and/or proposing new outcomes. 

2 

What does the process of reconciliation look like, when not if, certain SDLAM projects are 
not delivered by the deadline?  

2 

Can anyone at some stage reflect that time for change needs to reflect the science that 
shows that transformation needs time.  

2 



 

Nous Group | River Reflections Conference 2024 – Early Insights Paper Workshop Report | 3 July 2024 | 24 | 

Question  Upvotes 

How do we ensure efficient deliverability of water for all users right across the Basin? In 
particular solving the Barmah Reach challenges  

2 

Is Slido just another form of failed consultation technology, giving us the illusion of being 
heard but actually distracting us from the task at hand and listening to each other? 

2 

How come there is no mention of farmers the nation's food producers or water for 
critical human needs mentioned in the Early insights paper? 

2 

Where are the farmers and irrigators in the plan? Water is going to come from them but 
that's not acknowledged, and neither is the environmental benefits they create on farm 
and through the system  

2 

How will you engage with Governments through a likely review of the Snowy system to 
ensure we can look for opportunities of a better joined up approach between BP and 
Snowy? 

2 

There is a point to update the word to modern day, not Basin (which has no life) and 
update to the word Biosphere.  

2 

The Basin Plan from the very beginning considered communities, community impact and 
socio-economic impacts…how do you see measurement and consideration of SE impacts 
within the review? Healthy Basin means environment and people.  

2 

How do we connect urban Australia better with rural Australia and stop the disparity 
between the two? 

2 

Were the 2012 SDLs wrong? Do we now know more? 1 

How does eco trend analysis accommodate the dynamics of recent multi-seasonal 
climate? 

1 

Will changes to the IGA on water sharing be needed to assure connectivity? 1 

Climate change is a focus in the insights document, but does that align with what was 
heard at the leadership summit? If not, how will you address that? 

1 

If water quality becomes a central focus, the issues of native fish and environmental flows 
will in part solve themselves. Some managed "environmental flows" do not mimic what 
happened historically 50 years ago - why? 

1 

Why is there no mention of property rights? 1 

How will the MDBA develop and implement a relationship of reciprocity between the 
environment and economy, between industry and community and between local, 
regional, state and federal governments, departments and legislation 

1 

Can better protection of held environmental water be better assured; particularly in the 
water sharing plans? 

1 
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Question  Upvotes 

Flow constraints are an essential part of the Basin Plan. What is the engagement process 
for the development of the flow constraints road map to ensure this road map identifies 
practical solutions that can be successfully implemented? 

1 

When will you address the deliverability/sharing issues that face the Murray especially 
with increased newly developed permanent plantings outside existing irrigation areas 
that are competing with delivering e water and existing irrigators 

1 

Basin plan 1, it is not a whole of Basin approach, & focused on Murray River to increase 
flows to south Australia. Basin plan 2 builds on multiple mistakes, reduces social, 
economic and environmental resilience in Murray Valley   

1 

Why isn't the on-farm environment considered when 93 % of the Basin's Wetlands found 
on privately owned farmland? 

1 

What is the MDBA ‘s role, activities and engagement in headwater catchments? Healthy 
headwaters are important, but rarely acknowledged in BP conversations.  

1 

Why aren't the asked questions being shown on the overhead screen? 1 

Economy or environment - which one is more important to the other? 0 

The process listed in the EIP is fine. Get on with the job. 0 

Will the assessment of the effectiveness of SDLs consider the appropriateness of how 
they were originally calculated? 

0 

My understanding is that the NFRS has not been funded by the Commonwealth for 
2024-2025.  Is this correct?  If so, why has the Commonwealth taken that approach? 

0 

What do you think a “healthy working Basin” look like under an “extreme dry” climate 
future? 

0 
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Appendix C Responses to what do we mean by a 
‘healthy Basin’? 

Table 5 | Number of responses per theme from ‘what does a healthy Basin mean to you?'  

Themes  Number of responses 

Balance  25 

Sustainable ecosystems 25 

Thriving communities  24 

Waterways  17 

Resilience 16 

Connectivity  16 

Leadership 15 

Future-focused 11 

Water is life 11 

Economy  11 

Equity  10 

Fish  9 

Working together 9 

Agriculture  5 

Adaption  5 

Miscellaneous  6 
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Figure 9 | Healthy Basin definitions grouped by 'Waterways' 

 
 

 



 

Nous Group | River Reflections Conference 2024 – Early Insights Paper Workshop Report | 3 July 2024 | 28 | 

Figure 10 | Healthy Basin definitions grouped by 'Balance'
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Figure 11 | Healthy Basin definitions grouped by 'Resilience'
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Figure 12 | Healthy Basin definitions grouped by ‘Thriving Communities’ 
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Figure 13 | Healthy Basin definitions grouped by 'Sustainable Ecosystems'

 

 



 

Nous Group | River Reflections Conference 2024 – Early Insights Paper Workshop Report | 3 July 2024 | 32 | 

Figure 14 | Healthy Basin definitions grouped by 'Water is Life'

 

 

 

Figure 15 | Healthy Basin definitions grouped by ‘Fish’
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Figure 16 | Healthy Basin definitions grouped by 'Leadership' 
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Figure 17 | Healthy Basin definitions grouped by 'Agriculture'

 

 

Figure 18 | Healthy Basin definitions grouped by 'Working Together'
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Figure 19 | Healthy Basin definitions grouped by 'Equity'

 

 

 

Figure 20 | Healthy Basin definitions grouped by 'Economy'
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Figure 21 | Healthy Basin definitions grouped by 'Connectivity'

 

 

Figure 22 | Healthy Basin definitions grouped by 'Adaption'
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Figure 23 | Healthy Basin definitions related to 'Future focused' theme

 

 

 

Figure 24 | Healthy Basin definitions grouped by 'Miscellaneous’
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Table 6 | Online responses to what is meant by a 'healthy Basin' 

What does a healthy Basin mean to you?  Upvotes 

Sustainable balance between water use for economic, environmental, and cultural 
purposes 

8 

CRCFWE 2002 healthy working river n.  - a managed river in which there is a sustainable 
compromise, agreed to by the community, between the condition of the natural ecosystem 
and the level of human use. 

5 

Connected, flowing rivers that support wildlife, cultural needs and healthy productive 
communities.  

4 

Plants, animals and humans can coexist with the existing water supply without destroying 
each other. 

3 

Maintains as close to natural flows as possible, supports diversity, provides clean water and 
resources for humans, flora and fauna. 

3 

Fish passage through the whole system, with no carp/redfin/gambusia etc. 3 

Meaningful at the whole-of-river scale. These properties can be synthesised in five system-
level categories: flow volume, flow distribution or pattern, flow variability, connectivity 
flow-related water quality. 

3 

FISH doing what fish do, optimising of conditions that exist now, so we can make gains 
without huge investment in infrastructure. 

3 

Ensure sufficient water for environment by effectively implementing water sharing plan 2 

One that sustains aquatic life successfully and naturally across the Basin 2 

Means the sustained recovery of our fish and birds species and other aquatic ecosystems 
that rely on the river system. When the river system is healthy - everyone else benefits.  

2 

A healthy Basin is where communities, culture, environment and production are 
sustainable, valued and supported.  

2 

Healthy waterways and communities with jobs education food and recreation.  Hope not 
despair  

2 

A thriving biosphere, where all native plants and animals, for the planet and people to 
survive and thrive.  

2 

Healthy Basin means productive, resilient & prosperous environment, communities & 
industries.  

2 

From top to bottom rivers and waterways all healthy quality and resilient and can recover 
quicker after dry times.   

2 

More water for the environment but enough left for farmers, community and culture 1 
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What does a healthy Basin mean to you?  Upvotes 

"DEFINITION OF A HEALTHY WORKING RIVER Watershed February 2002 (newsletter of 
Murray-Darling Freshwater Research Centre) 
https://ewater.org.au/archive/crcfe/freshwater/publications.nsf 

1 

All rivers healthy enough to be able to swim in and drink from.   1 

No more flood plain harvesting  0 
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Appendix D Key take-aways of the ‘healthy Basin’ 
discussions 

Figure 25 | High-level summary of key takeaways of a 'healthy Basin' captured in plenary 

 

Table 7 | Online responses to key takeaways about a healthy Basin 

What are your key takeaways about a healthy Basin?  Upvotes 

We need to be brave. The ongoing fish kills are a result of poor water management. Let’s 
either fund an adequate fishway at Menindee, or remove the whole structure! We can't 
continue with inaction. 

15 

Relax flow constraints in the Murray, Murrumbidgee and Goulburn rivers so environmental 
water can be used more effectively and BP objectives can be fully achieved. 

12 

Fish are a great vehicle to communicate the value, condition and health of the Basin 
system. 

11 

Fish deaths don't create the action they should. If there were large areas with dead 
livestock land that can't sustain life as it once did, everything would change. Its concerning 
water that can't sustain life isn't causing more reaction. 

9 

A danger of bias due to the perspectives of those who could turn up at such an event. The 
environment is not strongly represented, noting it was at the priority in the 2007 Water 
Act. 

5 

There must be monitoring with feedback loops and not set and forget management of 
waterways and more diverse range of concerns including environment not just turnover of 
local economy. 

4 

Healthy living rivers with seasonal flows as once happened half a century ago! 3 

We all share unique views on what a ‘healthy’, Basin is, perhaps it’s more important to 
focus on what our common ground is.  

3 

Bank damaging activities such as wake boarding and water skiing should be restricted to 
areas where banks are stabilised and managed yet why is this not happening? 

2 
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What are your key takeaways about a healthy Basin?  Upvotes 

Different perspectives, most are wholistic, but a range of different social and individual 
values on what a healthy Basin means.  

1 

Only people over 70yrs can remember how many of the rivers once looked when native 
fish were abundant as well as yabbies and tortoises (now "turtles") - while States act in 
their own best interests how can the whole Basin be a priority? 

1 

Everything  0 

Can someone please direct me to the list he was referring to with regard to the Healthy 
Basin?   

0 

The question is an admission that the system is sick 0 

There seems to be a growing consensus but perhaps some subtle different interpretations. 
Is there agreement on giving up any rights? 

0 

Relax flow limits = people's property floods 0 

Focus on word 'healthy': everything in balance; resilient to threats; sustainable processes. 0 

Society and the economy both depend on a healthy environment and living rivers so why 
does government try to give them equal weight? 

0 

Some fish kills (small) and algal blooms (again small) are part of the natural system - but 
it’s the size and frequency of these events that indicates if its natural or driven by an 
unhealthy ecosystem.  

0 

I am greatly concerned that issues raised at the Narrabri 'Reflections' conference have still 
not been addressed.  Too much talka talka and not enough action. 

0 

Need more integrated planning and policies nationwide.  Why spend a fortune on platypus 
research in Vic or NSW while in Qld a monster dam is planned on the upper reaches of the 
Pioneer River that will impact platypus on Eungella Plateau? 

0 
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