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We have been talking about sharing and developing 

water [resources] since Federation.  

 

We’ve had strategies, agencies, authorities, commissions, 

water sharing plans …. 

  

Despite all this it is still contested …. ecologically, 

economically and socially …. and drought and flood 

stalk the landscape. 

 
 

1. Preamble - developing 

a vision 
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Water management operates within a complex 

social-ecological system – realities of the 

system need to be acknowledged. Uncertainty 

is part of  it – mange with uncertainty. 

 

 

 
 

 

2. Socio-ecological systems 
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The human dimension is fundamental 

 

•There are neither natural systems without 

people nor social systems without nature  

 

•Social and ecological systems are inter-

connected and co-evolving across time and 

spatial scales 

Managing the complexity of 

social-ecological river systems 
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3. The Australian water 

system 

It is a cycle of many 

parts – atmospheric, 

surface/ground water 

– and processes, and 

affected by human 

activities far and near. 

  

Most of our effort has 

been on the surface 

water.  
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Water availability and use 
 

Australia uses about 5% of its total renewable 

freshwater resources - 20% for the USA and 43% for 

Italy (2006 data). 

  

Regional distribution of use is highly uneven - some 

regions extracting half the available water.  

 

Per person, we use more water than most other 

countries of the OECD.  

SOE 2011 



Weirs in NSW: 4,000 

weirs within the 

Murray Darling 

Basin alone 
Source: NSW Dept Primary Industries 

Irrigation – important industry - 40% food from the 

MD Basin; 70% of this from  the 2% of land that is 

irrigated; supports social structure of communities 



Institute for Land, Water and Society 

 

 
 

 

4. Climate variability 

http://www.mdba.gov.au/sites/default/files/images/Surface-water-inflows_L.jpg
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BoM 
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Water inflow and volume in Murray-

Darling Basin 

MDBA 
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State of the Environment Reporting – water 

quality and biodiversity decline 

 

Highly variable environment with ‘boom and 

bust’ responses to rainfall 

 

 
 

 

5. Environmental change 
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Salinity, 2000/10 

SOE 2011 

http://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/pages/5e75482a-ec3b-43ff-b828-3a11fa123808/images/wat-fig4-6-lge.png
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SOE 2011 

Total phosphorus, 2000/10 
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Number of freshwater 

fish species listed as 

threatened under the 

EPBC Act, by 

drainage division 

There are approximately 280 species 

of freshwater fish in Australia SOE 2011 
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Frogs are often proposed as a general indicator of ecosystem 

health. There are approx 208 species of frog in Australia. 

Number of frog 

species listed as 

threatened 

under the EPBC 

Act, by drainage 

division. 

SOE 2011 
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Major efforts to restore rivers/wetlands 

 

Land and water have changed – irrevocably? 

 

Pressures still mounting  

 

What is a realistic baseline or future for rivers 

and wetlands? 

 
 

6. Responding to change 

/establishing baselines 
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Developing a vision – a common view ? 

 

A socio-ecological approach to 

restoring/managing the water system, under a 

changing and variable climate, within bounds 

of environmental change, and supporting 

communities.  

 

Driven by informed communities supported by 

governments and is participatory (not just 

consultative!) and forward looking.  

7. Looking forward 



Institute for Land, Water and Society 

•Do we understand Australian river systems? Who is 

doing the measuring? And how well? 

 

•How are we ensuring efficient water use for irrigation 

and environmental purposes? What is the balance? 

Whose balance? 

 

•Do we need more dams or better use of existing dams? 

Or have we reached the limit? Can we switch to 

groundwater? Or recharge the groundwater? 

 

Some questions –  
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• What are the socio-economic costs of reduced 

irrigation? Or what changes are needed? 

 

• What are the socio-economic/cultural benefits of 

environmental flows and resultant ecosystem outcomes? 

 

• Where does coal seam gas / coal mining fit into the 

water equation? Who decides? 

 

• Will we see more urban demands for inland water? And 

how much will they pay? Who can pay the most? 

Some more ….. 
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Thank you 

If we can discuss such  

questions we will have a 

common vision? 
 


