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THE MURRAY DARLING BASIN INITIATIVE

The Murray Darling Basin is
over one million square kilome-
ters in area and stretches across
four States and the Australian
Capital Territory (ACT), all of
which are party to the Murray
Darling Basin Agreement 1992
with the Commonwealth (Fe-
deral Government).

The collective efforts of the four
States, the Commonwealth and
the ACT to manage the re-
sources of the Basin are known
as the Murray Darling Basin Ini-
tiative. In its broadest sense the
Initiative involves two separate
but related issues, namely:

o the sharing of the waters of
the Basin between the
States of New South Wales
(NSW), Victoria and South
Australia,

o the development of policies
and programs to promote
the integrated catchment
management of the Basin.

The institutional arrangements

for the Initiative are set out in

the Agreement. They are as
follows:

The Ministerial Council,
which was established in 1985,
is responsible for determining

policy issues of common inte-
rest. It is the peak body under
the Initiative.

The Council consists of Minis-
ters from each State, the Com-
monwealth and from the ACT
(who has observer status), who
have prime responsibility for
matters relating to water and
environment and the Com-
monwealth Minister chairs the
Council.

The Initiative is in effect an in-
ter-jurisdictional compact be-
tween the Commonwealth and
States. It requires high-level
political engagement.

The Community Advisory
Committee (CAC) was esta-
blished in 1986 for advising the
Ministerial Council on matters
referred to it and to provide
advice on the views of the
Basin’s committees.

The CAC is comprised of an in-
dependent chair and 26 mem-
bers, 2| of whom are chosen on
a catchment or regional basis,
four are drawn from non-go-
vernment groups and the last
represents the Aboriginals.

Under the leadership of cur-
rent Chair, the CAC has been

an active, independent, and
powerful community voice.

The Murray Darling Basin
Commission, which can be
traced back to 1917, was the
peak body under the various
Agreements. Since 1985, the
Commission has answered to
the Ministerial Council.

The current Commission was
established in 1992 and re-
quires members who between
them represent “water, land
and environmental resource
management.” Two Deputy
Commissioners are also ap-
pointed. The ACT has obser-
ver status.

Traditionally, Commissioners
have been the heads of State
Government Departments and
deputy level secretaries of the
relevant Commonwealth De-
partments. An independent
President, appointed by unani-
mous vote of the Ministerial
Council, chairs the Commission.

The Commission is responsi-
ble for advising the Ministerial
Council in relation to the
“planning, development and
management of the water, land
and other environmental re-

sources” of the Basin and gi-
ving effect to decisions of the
Council and for administering
the Agreement, including the
sharing and distribution of the
waters of the River Murray,
oversighting and directing the
implementation of approved
works and measures, and co-
ordinating efforts at achieving
integrated natural resource
management across the Basin.

The Office of the Commission:

The Commission has the po-
wer to employ staff, which it
does through the Canberra
based Office.

This Office has more than 70
highly skilled staff. The Office
also provides support to the
Ministerial Council, the Com-
mission and the CAC.

The Office is responsible for
managing the sharing and dis-
tribution of water and Natural
Resource Management.

John Scanlon

Commissioner, Murray Darling
Basin Commission 1997-2000.

Director, IUCN Environmental
Law Center, Bonn.
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Nine months after the adop-
tion of the National Water
Policy (NWP) in November
2002, the new Government of
Quebec, elected in April 2003,
provides the means for its im-
plementation. It has indeed al-
ready financially supported 21
Basin Organizations for an
amount of $ 65,000 each, i.e.
more than USD .3 million.
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The river basin mana-
gement approach,
chosen by Quebec, is
a participatory one
based on the involve-
ment of local stake-
holders. It is gradual
by focusing on 33 prio-
rity river basins in a
first stage.

These Basin Organiza-
tions, created on a volun-
tary basis, are small bo-
dies whose first responsi-
bility is to dialogue, at lo-
cal and regional level,
with all water stakehol-
ders in order to formu-
late a Water Master Plan
(WMP). Having a statute of
non profit legal entity (NGO),
the Basin Organizations are
made up of members repre-
senting all the local and regio-
nal, private and public water
stakeholders (representatives
of municipalities, of citizen
groups, water users and of the
Ministries concerned).

The Association of the Basin
Organizations of Quebec
("ROBVQ") is also a NGO
whose mandate is to represent
the Basin Organizations with
the governmental bodies and
to make known integrated wa-
ter management at the level of
river basins to all organizations
and people involved and con-
cerned with this topic. It has
among its members the cur-
rent 27 Basin Organizations
out of the 33 priority river
basins of Quebec.

The WMP will be implemented
by using Basin Contracts, indi-
vidual or collective voluntary
commitments of the water
stakeholders who want to get
involved in activities for the
protection, rehabilitation and
development of water resour-
ces and aquatic ecosystems.
The Basin Organization has the
power of providing recom-
mendations and influencing, es-
pecially by publishing the WMP
and the follow-up of the com-
mitments made.

A structured integrated river
basin management in Quebec
also requires the preparation
of guidelines and other techni-
cal documents. A first refe-
rence document was drafted
by the Ministry of the Environ-
ment to specifys the role of the
Basin Organizations, their re-
presentativeness, the participa-
tion of the population, the use
of knowledge for decision-
making support and the dis-
semination of information.

Lastly, the Ministry of the Envi-
ronment is reconsidering the
coordination of the State’s ac-
tions and quickly developing
the National Water Fund that
should finance integrated river
basin management on the long
term in Quebec.
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