
 

A2: Frequently asked questions  
 
1. Outlook 
1. Will the situation get worse in 2007? 
A repeat of last year's rainfall patterns in 2007 would see inflows lower than the record low 
inflows received in 2006. In addition reserves are nearly all used for critical domestic 
requirements so water availability would be extremely low.  
 
The probability of this happening is very low and it is much more likely that there would be 
sufficient inflow to meet critical water requirements for restricted domestic use. However, until 
such time as there is sufficient rain, it is prudent to continue to develop and progressively 
implement contingency plans.  
 
2. Will we have enough drinking water? 
Contingency planning is being progressively implemented to ensure that there is sufficient 
water available for domestic use in all communities that rely on water from regulated rivers. 
For some smaller towns, where access is interrupted and where water quality issues arise, 
special measures, possibly including trucking potable water, may be required. 
 
3. How much rain do we need to break drought? 
If by “breaking the drought” we mean that there has been sufficient rain to provide run-off 
sufficient for storages to return to long term average levels then this will require well above 
average rainfalls most likely for multiple years. 
 
4. Will the breakdown of El Nino break the drought? 
Seven out of ten El Nino events end in floods. However, the breakdown of some El Ninos is 
more subdued. A recent example is the breakdown of the 2002-03 El Nino which did not lead 
to above-average inflows.  
 
5. How bad (serious) is the drought? 
This drought, which in many parts of the basin dates back to 1997, is at least as serious as 
the major prolonged droughts 1895-1903 and 1938-1945. The year of 2006 has been as dry if 
not drier than the previous extreme drought years of 1902, 1914, 1938, 1940, 1944, 1967, 
1982 and 2002 across much of the Basin. In the Murray Valley inflows have been less than 
60% of the previous minimum.    
 
6. Is the river going to run dry? 
What happens over the next year depends on how much rain falls and where. In the extreme 
dry case as measures to manage the situation are implemented it is possible that the Murray 
could cease to flow downstream of Yarrawonga over summer 2007-08. Even then there would 
still be water in all the weir pools and in the deeper holes at major bends. 
 
7. Is this a result of climate change or just drought? 
Australia has a variable climate and it is difficult to separate normal climate variability events 
from climate change trends. There have been similar dry periods in the past, for example the 
Federation drought which began in 1895 and ended in 1903. The current dry period could be 
consistent with predictions of climate change. 
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2. Contingency measures to secure critical demands 
8. Do we have any plans in place? 
Operational planning is a normal and continuous process for river operations. Plans are 
adjusted for actual conditions being experienced. Operational plans for 2007 reflect that we 
are experiencing the lowest inflows since records began in 1892.  
 
9. Is it worth building desalination plants? 
Desalination is a longer term option. A desalination plant requires long lead times for planning 
and construction before it is operational. However, desalination could play a role in securing 
future water supplies in dry conditions. While desalination uses a lot of energy, it may be cost- 
effective for drinking water where good quality water is scarce or costly. It is unlikely to be 
appropriate for irrigation uses, due to cost.  
 
10. Will water trading solve the problem? 
Water trading cannot create additional water. However, water trading can allow the use of 
water to be reallocated both within sectors (eg, agriculture) and between sectors (eg, 
purchase of town water from irrigators). A recent Productivity Commission study showed that 
allowing water trade halved the cost to the agricultural sector of reduced water allocation. 
 
11. Are more dams the answer? 
Low rainfall means that there would not have been the inflow to fill more dams. In general 
dams can have a substantial impact on other water users, including the environment. The 
National Water Initiative requires that these impacts be taken into account, along with the 
economic costs and benefits of a proposed dam and whether the full cost pricing of a dam’s 
construction and operation can be supported by users. 
 
12. Which towns are in trouble and why?  
The towns that are most drought affected and which are experiencing severe water 
restrictions are those that have relatively small catchments in lower rainfall areas, such as 
Goulburn in NSW and Bendigo in Victoria. Some country towns and communities in South 
Australia downstream of Lock 1 and around the Lower Lakes are also experiencing water 
supply difficulties. Other towns depending on the River Murray for water supplies are not 
currently experiencing these difficulties. However, if there were a repeat of the conditions in 
2006 during 2007, towns relying on the River Murray would experience similar restrictions to 
Bendigo and Goulburn. 
 
13. How will they get water? 
Contingency measures to source alternative supplies are generally available for towns 
supplied from channels. Mostly, this would involve drilling bores to access suitable 
groundwater reserves. For Adelaide, several contingency measures are being progressively 
implemented, including pumping extra water to the Adelaide Hills reservoirs, disconnecting 
suitable wetlands along the length of the Murray to save water for later, lowering Adelaide 
pump station offtakes and fast-tracking the completion of new water filtration plants. The 
South Australian Government has also announced that if necessary, it will construct a 
temporary weir near Wellington to establish a pool level in the lower reach of the river to 
enable water to be pumped for urban supplies. 
 
14. Why can’t we pipe water in from the North? 
Water is bulky, heavy, and expensive to transport. In general, piping water is not a cost 
effective solution. A Marsden Jacob report indicated that the cost of long distance pipelines 
from the Ord to Perth would cost about $7.00 per kilolitre. 
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15. Why aren’t we putting more money into cloud seeding? 
Snowy Hydro is undertaking a cloud seeding program and results are being watched with 
keen interest. While cloud seeding might enhance long term yields it is not such an effective 
means of drought relief as it works best when there are lots of suitable clouds to seed. 
  
16. Why aren’t we buying out cotton and rice farms? 
Rice and cotton are annual crops, allowing irrigators to react to available water supplies, 
planting more in wetter years, and less (or none) in drier years.  In 2006-07, the rice crop in 
NSW is only about 13% of average, and much of this has been grown using groundwater or 
unused water, carried over from the previous year.  The plant and machinery required for 
growing rice and cotton is similar to that required for many non-irrigated crops allowing 
farmers to respond to changing climatic sequences.  
 
3. Environmental impact of drought and contingency plans 
17. Will the drought make the Coorong worse? 
Yes. The drought will result in less freshwater flows entering the Coorong, which will further 
degrade its condition. This comes on the back of a decline in health observed in recent 
decades as a result of factors like reduced freshwater inflows because of river regulation and 
water abstraction. Initiatives such as The Living Murray have been designed to arrest this 
decline.  
 
18. Will there be fish kills in the Lakes and Coorong? 
Native fish living in the Coorong are mostly estuarine or marine species. Provided the Murray 
Mouth remains open and sea water can enter the Coorong, the salinity levels should remain 
within the range tolerable by these fish and thus fish deaths are unlikely.  
 
Native fish living in the Lakes include those that are adapted to freshwater and those that can 
tolerate brackish and estuarine conditions. If drought conditions persist, salinity levels in the 
Lower Lakes rise and fish are not able to find low salinity refuges, deaths of some freshwater 
native fish are possible. 
 
19. Will we get more algae blooms? 
The risks of algae blooms are generally higher due to low flows.  However, most towns have 
sufficient treatment facilities and, where possible, flows will be manipulated to break up 
blooms. 
 
20. What will happen to salinity? 
During drought salinity levels in the lower Murray have been relatively low as there have been 
little or no inflows from higher salinity tributaries and there have been no return flows and 
lower groundwater leakage from saline floodplains. 
 
As flows reduce river salinity levels will increase. In all but the most extreme circumstances 
river salinity levels, at least upstream of Lock 1, should be reasonable. 
 
21. Won’t disconnecting wetlands ruin them? 
Wetlands in the River Murray and the native plants and animals that live in them are adapted 
to periodic wetting and drying. Re-introducing wetting and drying cycles can have positive 
environmental outcomes.  
 
However, after long periods of flooding some wetlands may become acidified or salinised if 
they are then disconnected and dried out. This is the case for many parts of the Murray 
following regulation of the river through construction of weirs. On the other hand, sites flooded 
for long periods may now have become important refuges for threatened native plants and 
animals.  
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Therefore, while disconnecting wetlands may deliver environmental benefits, environmental 
managers need to strike a balance between avoiding drying out those wetlands where long 
term damage may occur, and focussing on sites where long term benefits can be gained. 
 
Some wetlands have an impact on threatened species that come under the Ramsar 
Convention. Actions in relation to these will be subject to the Environmental Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999. 
 
22. Why were we wasting water on the environment? 
The main purpose of environmental watering in 2006-07 was to provide small ecological 
refuges for riverine plants and animals that can recover at the internationally recognised 
wetlands once water resource availability improves. 
 
Without the recent watering program, the condition of some areas of the Lower Murray icon 
sites would have continued to decline, in some cases beyond the point of recovery.  
 
Trade-off decisions in the distribution of water between icon sites were made. Water was only 
provided to sites that are of high value and were most likely to survive. Large areas will 
continue to decline regardless. 
 
The small volumes of environmental water used at the Icon Sites provided ecological refuges 
and improved ecological condition at a local scale. However, the ecological health of the 
Lower Murray Icon Sites, in particular, continues to decline as a result of regulation and 
overallocation of water, exacerbated by the current drought. Significant additional volumes of 
water are needed to arrest this decline. The Living Murray Initiative aims to recover an 
average of 500 gigalitres per year, to be acquired by 2009, to address the problem. 
 
4. Environmental watering 
23. Why haven’t we returned any water to the environment (the Living Murray)? 
The Living Murray target for water recovery is an average of 500GL of water by 30 June 2009. 
 
Before water is recovered, extensive project development needs to occur, much of which is 
currently taking place. As originally anticipated, most water will become available in the final 
two years of the five year timeframe. 
 
5. River operations 
24. Does the drought threaten the structure of dams? 
No. All structures are designed for all load cases that could arise as a consequence of drought 
operation.   
 
25. Why do we keep dredging the Murray mouth? 
Waves at the entrance of the Murray Mouth stir up sand which is carried into the Coorong and 
Goolwa Channels by incoming tides. River flows to the sea restrict the amount of sand 
entering the mouth and remove sand that has entered. 
Whenever flows to the sea are low or zero there will be accumulation of sand and dredging is 
required to prevent blockage. Good connectivity is needed to allow exchange of fresh, 
oxygenated sea water into the Coorong to sustain the health of this wetland. 
 
26. Are we going to pulse the river? 
Consideration may be given, as a measure of last resort and in the event of extreme dry 
conditions persisting through 2007, to suspend flow in the Murray and major anabranches 
over summer 2007-08, as a means of reducing total system evaporation and thus conserve 
water for critical urban use. Such a measure would have very serious salinity impacts 
particularly in the Lower Murray.   
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27. Why is the river running so high if we are short of water? 
Flows in the Murray over 2006-07 season are set to meet irrigation and industrial demands in 
all three states for those licensed water users who have rights to that water. In 2006-07 water 
diversion in the Murray will be about 70% of long term average use. Much of the water being 
used this year has been stored in Dartmouth exactly for the purpose it is currently meeting 
(i.e. a drought reserve).  
 
28. Will a weir at Wellington solve Adelaide’s problem? 
Not by itself. However, in the event that extreme low flows to SA persisted long enough for 
Lake Alexandrina level to fall below the level at which major SA Water pumping stations can 
operate, then a temporary weir would help maintain a pumping pool and ensure that water can 
still be supplied.  
 
29. Won’t a weir at Wellington ruin the Lower Lakes and the Coorong? 
No. In continuing extreme dry scenario, the lower lakes would fall to the same level, whether 
or not a weir is in place. 
 
30. Why didn’t we warn people earlier? 
As the 2006 season progressively deteriorated, Governments and the MDBC undertook a 
wide range of communication activities to provide public advice on the situation as it evolved. 
For example:  

• Weekly updates in the River Murray Weekly Report, which has a weekly distribution of 
several thousand readers;  

• 8 comprehensive “Drought Update” papers;  
• more than 40 MDBC E-letter news items reporting the growing seriousness, effects of 

and other aspects of the drought in the Basin;  
• 2 editions of the MDBC “Water Resources Factsheet” and a new regular publication – 

the “River Murray Water Operational Update”  
• countless media interviews by MDBC senior managers and senior officers of each 

state to ensure accurate reporting of the situation. 
 

The rapid deterioration in water resource availability that has been experienced is 
unprecedented, and so the seriousness of the situation could not immediately have been 
predicted. 
 
6. Water for irrigation 
31. Can allocations be relied upon next year? 
Until such time as there is sufficient inflow as a consequence of widespread and heavy rain 
there can be no guarantee on what levels of allocation will be announced for next year. 
 
32. Do domestic restrictions really help? 
Yes, as they raise awareness and understanding of the current drought and encourage people 
to conserve and use water more efficiently, resulting in lower water consumption. 
 
33. Should the government buy farmers’ water rights? 
There is widespread recognition that our water resources have been over-allocated. The 
Commonwealth Government National Plan for Water Security addresses this. 
Purchase of farmers’ water entitlements on a willing seller/willing buyer basis is one means of 
addressing this over-allocation. This measure, along with others, is currently being considered 
on a longer-term basis by the Commonwealth and State Governments. 
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34. Should the irrigation industry move North? 
Opportunities for more irrigation (on a total water use basis) in Australia are more likely to 
exist outside the Murray-Darling Basin. However, opportunities for expansion through water 
use efficiency remain within the Basin.  
 
7. Water for recreation 
35. Is there enough water for boating and recreation in the rivers? 
Through 2006 there has been sufficient depth of water along the Murray from Hume Dam to 
the sea for normal boating activities. Very low levels in Lake Hume have resulted in speed 
restrictions on that Lake and some boat ramps have become difficult to access. Should 
extreme dry conditions persist through 2007 there are likely to be some local impacts that 
emerge. 
 
Particularly in the upper reaches of weir pools, levels may be lower than experienced in recent 
years and skippers of vessels should take extra care to check conditions.   
 
36. Is Mulwala going to have enough water for water ski races in late April? 
Yes.  Barring unforeseen circumstances it is expected Lake Mulwala will be within its normal 
operating range until about mid May.  
 
8. Water for industry 
37. Why are we still giving water to industry? 
Water for industry is in most cases covered by high security allocations for towns and cities. 
Such water generally supports very high levels of economic output when assessed against 
volumes of water used. And of course, industry is not given water as such – it has to pay for 
the water it receives.  
 
Industry is subject to the water restrictions that apply to towns and cities.  Where industries 
divert water directly from the river, these are subject to the same restrictions as other diverters 
with the same level of water security. 
 
9. Governance and policy 
38. Why should NSW and Victoria give water to South Australia? 
It is not a case of 'giving' water to South Australia. The arrangements for sharing water 
between the three States is fundamental to the Murray-Darling Basin Agreement . Special 
sharing arrangements are being considered in 2007 to ensure that all those who rely on the 
Murray for urban and stock and domestic water can continue to be supplied.   
 

39. Why is it necessary temporarily to suspend the operation of a provision of the 
Murray Darling Basin Agreement?  

The particular provision of the Agreement does not contemplate the severe drought conditions 
which have arisen in the southern Murray-Darling Basin. It must be suspended in order to 
ensure that critical human, stock and domestic uses can continue to be supplied while the 
drought persists. 
 
 
40. Will Queenslanders make the problem worse by taking an extra 8GL of water for 

irrigation in the Warrego? 
The action is unlikely to make a difference beyond the Warrego itself. 
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41. Does Cubbie Station make the problem worse? 
The influence of Cubbie Station is very small on the overall Basin. 
 
42. What will be the future role of Snowy Hydro Ltd? 
Water releases by Snowy Hydro Ltd are vital to securing reliable water supplies in the 
Murrumbidgee and Murray Valleys and is expected to continue that role in the future in line 
with its Water Licence.  Snowy Hydro Ltd is also experiencing record low inflows and as a 
result transfers to the Murray and Murrumbidgee in 2007-08 will also be at record low levels if 
dry conditions persist. 
 
10. Stock and domestic water supplies 
 
43. What is meant by domestic and stock use? 
The following definitions of domestic and stock apply: 
• Domestic:  For ordinary household purposes and includes the watering of a garden used 

in conjunction with a dwelling. 
• Stock:  The provision of drinking water for grazing stock only.  (ie stock does not include 

water for intensive livestock production uses, use such as feedlot production. 
 
44. Will water be available for domestic and stock use? 
Where water is available, supply for domestic purposes will be subject to restrictions 
announced and varied from time to time by State Governments.  Unless there are significant 
inflows to storages, all outside domestic use is likely to be prohibited by 1 July 2007.  
Depending on the State, drinking water for grazing stock (ie not including intensive farming 
stock) will be expected to apply the same level of restrictions as for towns.  Domestic and 
stock supply to users reliant on channels or unregulated streams where high transit losses 
occur can not be guaranteed supply. 
 
45. What can I do if stock water is not deliverable by the usual method, such as 

regulated channels? 
Where conditions have made water unavailable by the usual supply sources, and no other 
suitable sources are available, other options such as water carting or de-stocking should be 
considered.    
 
 
 

Overview Contingency Planning Report – April 2007Page 15 of 17 




