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Australia could never become another
America - its soil was too poor, its rains too
unpredictable.“ Charles Darwin, 1836

Basin Development and Environmental Limits

“The soil in these grassy flats was of the
richest description: indeed the whole of the

country seemed capable of being converted
into good wheat land, and of being easily

irrigated, at any time by the river”.
Major T.L. Mitchell, 1836



Water Resource Development: Expansionary Phase



Murray-Darling Basin
Floodplains

Doody, Overton and Pollock (2009)



A New Plan for the Murray-Darling Basin
(Is this a Case Study of the Ecosystem Approach?)

• The M-D Basin Plan responds to a clear community-wide
concern that the basin is over-allocated and a balance requires
water to be returned to the environment (P1)

• Protecting ecosystem structure and function are explicitly
mentioned in the Water Act as a priority (P5)

• Limits are to be set of water diversions to meet environmental
water requirements (P6)

• Recognition that basin-level planning is the appropriate scale
for water resources in the basin (P7)

• Some recognition of the threat climate change poses for water
scarcity (P9)

• Plan is to find a balance between use and protection (P10)



Some Challenges

The Australian, October 15, 2010

How do we make progress when the stakes are high
and in the face of considerable uncertainty?



How do we
define our
target?

Some Challenges

Australian Water Act 2007



How do we plan at the basin level but motivate local initiative

Some Challenges



How do we analyse such a complex system?

Some Challenges
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Needs and opportunities

• Clearer evidence-based targets across a range of ecosystem
functions

• Institutional, legislative and policy instruments to facilitate an
effective and sustained adaptive approach

• Credible tools designed to explore and communicate integrated
scenarios and consider a full set of outcomes

• Standards and tools for evidence-based practice in ecosystem
management

• Training in interdisciplinary thinking and practice at University


