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Custodians of what is referred to as the Murray–Darling Basin, recognising their enduring connection to 

land, water, and sky. The views represented in this research paper does not reflect all First Nations views. 
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Introduction 

Context 

Over the past two decades, environmental water delivery across the Murray-Darling Basin has made significant 

progress toward healthier waterways. The volume of water recovered is significant, yet the full potential of 

environmental water entitlements remains unrealised. The recent Basin Plan Evaluation shows improvement in river 

health, but much more is needed. 

Current efforts are not delivering the scale of investment or outcomes required. We must work differently — we need 

a significant increase in collaboration, action, and investment. 

At the same time, the world around us is unfolding in uncertain and unpredictable ways.  As communities, as a nation 

and as a planet, we are facing increasingly complex challenges in many spheres from changing geopolitical structures, 

to disruptive emerging technologies, to global social revolutions, and increasing environmental and ecological 

disturbances.  

Within this context, in November 2025 the One Basin CRC brought together a diverse range of stakeholders to explore 

the question: “How can we massively scale up integrated waterway and catchment management across the Murray-

Darling Basin?” 

The ultimate aims of the inquiry are to generate: 

• New relationships and insights from across participants, with a deeper collective understanding of what is 

needed of us all to succeed. 

• New intentions to work in new ways and on new initiatives. 

• Several seed initiatives that align efforts for Basin-wide impact that can be massively scaled. 

• A collective aspiration and commitment for ongoing collaboration on integrated waterway and catchment 

management for the Murray-Darling Basin. 

With the Basin Plan Review underway and the Water Act review approaching in 2027, now is a critical moment to 

influence policy – but innovation can and should begin immediately. We have produced a collaborative declaration1 

and are developing a range of creative initiatives for ongoing collaboration and impact including priority areas for 

research, action, and investment. 

One advantage of convening diverse stakeholders, and sharing different perspectives, is that it provides a space to 

expand our thinking and frames of understanding by temporarily stepping out of our current roles and looking freshly 

at the challenges in front of us.  In doing so we can begin to “see together” and better understand the wider Murray-

Darling Basin that we operate within, and the broader contextual environment that surrounds and impacts us in ways 

that are not always immediately obvious or observable.  

Please note that First Nations People may have a different view as to whether scaling up integrated waterway is a 

culturally appropriate action. Their voices are diverse and represent their traditional knowledge and knowledge 

systems. 

 

The primary purpose of this document is to provide a new window into the collective thinking of key stakeholders 

across the Basin, offering insights into perspectives we may not encounter in our day-to-day work. 

 

1 Basin SCALE: A Collaborative Declaration Towards a Sustainable and Productive Murray–Darling Basin, available at 

https://onebasin.com.au/collaborative-declaration/   

https://onebasin.com.au/collaborative-declaration/
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Most of us are specialists in our own right, each attending to the world through a different lens. Each discipline brings 

its own different clarity - but also its own limits. 

By stepping into another person’s shoes, we begin to connect to another way of seeing. We start to walk around a 

problem in multiple dimensions, noticing how the pieces interrelate. When we view an issue from only one angle, we 

create peripheries or blind spots – meaning there are things we don’t, and can’t, yet see in our world. 

 

 For every complex problem there is an answer that is clear, 
simple, and wrong 

- H. L. Mencken 

 

The quality of our thinking depends on the usefulness of the mental models we apply to each situation. The more 

models we master, the better our ability to process complex situations – and the clearer our view of the reality we 

face. In decision-making, perspective matters. 

 

What this report contains 

This document outlines a range of diverse views and opinions held by twelve key leaders and thinkers.  Their views 

collectively incorporate hundreds of years of personal experience within and across the Murray-Darling Basin and the 

First Nations member interviewed has a continuing knowledge set since creation.  The interviews were conducted by 

Steve Atkinson of Atkinsons (www.atkinsons.au).  Each interview was recorded electronically (or on paper upon 

request) then transcribed.  From the transcriptions, many varied quotes were captured under each question and then 

clustered or grouped together to represent the breadth and depth of perspectives shared throughout the interview 

process. 

Please note that the clustering or categorisation of quotes can be undertaken in many ways.  For the purposes of this 

document, the clustering occurred at two levels.  Initially to capture views on what “integrated waterway and 

catchment management” meant to each interviewee, followed by their perspectives of what they observed in the past 

and present, as well as their views on the future.  Within these broad clusters of lived experience, the perspectives are 

grouped further into sub-categories for ease of reading and interpretation.  The categorisation process is intentionally 

broad.  This paper does not attempt to subjectively summarise the perspectives beyond the quotes to preserve their 

original nature.   

The interviewees were asked to respond to the interview questions based on their own unique lived experience, not 

on behalf of their organisation or anyone else.  Not every statement made in the interviews is contained in this 

document.    
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How to read this report 

The aim of reading this report is to discover something new about integrated waterway and catchment management 

across the Murray-Darling Basin.  As readers, we have a choice as to the frame of reference we bring when reading 

this document.   

Our invitation to you, is to read this document in a way that is probably quite different from your professional reading.  

We invite you to clear your mind and read the content with open curiosity and with a learner’s mind.  That is, bring 

“fresh eyes” to this task, try to temporarily suspend your own opinion.  Withhold judgements and professional 

assessments.  Read with an open mind and open heart for what is new, different and interesting in the perspectives 

shared, even if they differ dramatically from your own. Also, notice how it “feels” to read in this way, as a learner.     

As you read this report, highlight or underline the views that you find interesting, challenging or unique in some way.  

Consider what perspectives you notice change, or remain the same, from the past to the present to the future.    

 

 In the beginner’s mind there are many possibilities, but in the 
expert’s, there are few 

- Shunryu Suzuki 

 

Interviewees 

We gratefully acknowledge the generosity, time and goodwill provided by all those interviewed.  Your input is greatly 

appreciated.  In alphabetical order, the individuals interviewed were: 

Rosalie Auricht Chief Executive Officer Renmark Irrigation Trust 

Prof. Lee Baumgartner Executive Director, Professor of Fisheries and 

River Management, Gulbali Institute 

Charles Sturt University 

Prof. Nick Bond Director, Centre for Freshwater Ecosystems  La Trobe University 

Prof. Stuart Bunn Board Member Murray-Darling Basin Authority 

Sonia Cooper  Yorta Yorta 

Craig Copeland Founder OzFish 

Dr Wendy Craik AM Chair One Basin CRC 

Dr Jane Doolan Board Member Murray-Darling Basin Authority 

Prof. David Hamilton Director, Australian Rivers Institute Griffith University 

Roger Knight Executive Officer Western Murray Land 

Improvement Group 

Zara Lowien Chief Executive Officer National Irrigators Council 

Alec Rolston Director Goyder Institute 
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Integrated Waterway and Catchment Management  
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What does “integrated waterways and catchment 
management” mean to you?   

Holistic, Systems-Based Thinking 

Integration is about treating the system as a connected system. At the moment, bodies in New South Wales say this is 

our water, and in Victoria say, that's my water, and in South Australia say that's our water, and this is for human 

beings, and this is for the environment, and this is for consumption, and this is town water. It just goes on and on and 

on. The reality is, it is a single catchment, and it is all connected, and has always been connected. 

Integrated management is acknowledging that it is a catchment, that we all have a place in that catchment and it 

needs to be treated holistically. Now that's really difficult, given all the legislation and the 100 years of history. 

 

Fragmentation and Institutional Barriers 

Integration is somewhat broken largely as a consequence of the way we've decided to separate ownership of land and 

water, and the idea that water can be traded separately from its natural connections to the landscape. That has 

altered the ways in which we think about integration. There's a lot of people who are really focused on the water and 

not much on the catchment. This creates problems for integrated waterway management. 

What happens on the land effects what happens in the water. What happens in the water dictates what happens on 

the land, and they're so integrated, but we manage them separately. Very rarely do we bring together the two 

management systems for that. Having disjointed management of a joined system is where some of our problems start. 

When you think about the scale of the Murray-Darling, that is something that still just absolutely startles me. The 

whole thing is connected. 

People realise that the only way really to solve a lot of water quality, river and flow management issues etc. is to take 

a very much integrated approach. Most of the agencies are heavily fragmented - the water agencies don't necessarily 

talk to the catchment management agencies, and then the responsibilities of that are split up across different levels of 

governments and NGOs. There's this great, recognised need, to bring it all together, and yet we have an institutional 

set of structures that make it very hard to do that. 

 

Landholder Engagement and Shared Responsibility 

If you want to improve the condition of a river or waterway in a meaningful way that has longevity, you have to be 

able to deal with the multiple causes of different land uses in the catchment and be able to influence how land 

holders manage their land. There was a real realisation that 70% of Victoria is in private ownership. If you wanted to 

actually make a difference with water, then you had to work with landholders. 

I could guarantee you, almost all landowners in the basin think that water has nothing to do with them… It actually 

has everything to do with them. 

When we're looking at integrated waterway and catchment management, I don't even start entering into a 

conversation until I go to the community, get their social license, their buy-in on an idea, and then take it up, because 

it always fails when we don’t. 

Scenarios have to be stakeholder driven because that immediately draws them into the frame. Otherwise, you've got 

someone up in the basin who's saying, what I'm doing on my farm doesn't have any impact. If you're able to show in 

the scenario that if 50 farms, for example, are doing this and it's impacting the whole system, then there is an 

opportunity to really engage people and make a difference. 
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Limits and Dilution of Integration 

The big effort of the Basin Plan is to set the sustainable limits and to recover water. But water on its own won't do it. 

It's a critical factor, but you can shove a lot of water down a river and not get the outcomes that you're after, unless 

you deal with a range of the other factors as well. Focusing it back into integrated waterway management gives you 

that focus on the outcomes that you want for that waterway, which is really what the Basin Plan is about, but tells you 

to do whatever it takes. 

The definition of Integrated Catchment Management became broader and took on some of the terrestrial biodiversity 

issues as well, and it did get confused. It's just got too broad, the outcomes got too diffuse, and people lost a bit of 

interest. 

Is it a land use issue? Is it a fish passage issue? Is it water temperature? Because you have a dam up one end issue. Is it 

a replacement of habitat? Is it pest, plant and animal management or removal? Is it carp? All of those things are 

captured in the integration, because they are all levers that you may have to pull to get an environmental outcome. 

You need to know what the actual cause is. 

If we try to integrate too much, it'll go straight back to those quite diffuse outcomes if we're not careful. 

People talk about integrated catchment management, but people just do their own little bit - if it's integrated, it's kind 

of by accident. There's not really a focus. 

 

Scale, Connectivity, and Data-Informed Decision-Making 

Where the scale is really important is that ability to scale with respect to size of the basin. And in doing so bringing in 

the stakeholders and bringing in the big data sets to validate it. 

 

Collaboration, Shared Purpose, and Distinctions in Approach 

Nowadays you hear much more about nature-based solutions, instead of integrated catchment management, which 

seems to be the next sort of jargon term. I don't see a lot of separation. 

I see integrated catchment management as people coming together, to achieve shared goals through doing things 

differently. There's a broad number of people, groups, parties, bodies, involved in landscape management, water 

management, engaging in their country, and engaging with their local environment that has impacts on broader water 

focussed issues. They're all inherently connected. That’s the key. 

As First Nations people, “integration” is a very disrespectful word. We find commonalties in others, we don't find 

differences, and we don't find separations. I wouldn't want the question to change (and exclude the word 

“integration”). I just want people to be raw. I want people to be able to make mistakes and have a heart-felt 

conversation. I want people to be able to present to me that they know something, and I turn around and say, well, 

can we have a talk about this? 

I think about connectivity from source to sea, and that connectivity runs across all the people that live within that 

catchment, and how they can work together for achieving common goals, whether that be improved water quality, 

securing habitat for threatened fish, improving riparian zones, or biodiversity, carbon, whatever it may be. 

Integrated water resources management is more government process led, whereas integrated catchment 

management is more community and outcomes led. 
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First Nations Advocacy 

At a deep level, Aboriginal people talk deeply about connections and between land and water and it's quite evocative. 

The idea of land and water and being connected is really important to me. It’s the physical concept, but it’s a lot 

deeper than that as well. 
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In massively scaling up integrated waterway and catchment 
management in the past, what 1-2 challenges have been the 
most stuck or immovable? 
 

Past: Disconnection Between Science, Policy, and Community 

There's been some brilliant work done by scientists in the basin. But there’s no point in this if the community don’t 

understand it. 

I’m connecting the guys that were interested in habitat - the Victorian fisheries guys, and then South Australia, and 

then Western Australia, Queensland, trying to create this fish habitat network so people see the whole and better 

understand what our actions mean and what happens. 

We still don't have an articulate community who can take part in a conversation about fish and water because the 

understanding is not there - water doesn’t always equal fish. A lot of the times people don't realise the impacts of 

cold-water pollution. This time of year, as irrigation water is starting to be released, it's coming from the bottom of 

the dam, and it's 10 degrees colder than ambient. Guess which fish will respond and breed at that time, at that 

temperature? Carp! 

We want to put in a carp herpes virus, which I'm not necessarily opposed to, but we've still got all these other 

problems that we're not fixing. There's a lot of other complexity but if the community don't understand this, then they 

can't take part in a conversation - and they need to. 

 

Past: Fragmented Governance and Institutional Failure 

When we had all the Menindee fish kills, who could you point to in New South Wales government that was going to 

own the problem and the solution? There wasn't anybody! There was a focus on water flows. There were fisheries 

caring about the fish. There wasn't any institutional arrangement to look at the whole. It was a mess to say the least. 

There are some better integrated approaches elsewhere (e.g. Victorian CMAs). 

Some of this planning is at the regional scale and local scales, but the policy settings and the institutional settings and 

the funding is at a broader scale. 

The basin has to be federally funded but the feds can still do it by agreement with states. It's actually got to be done 

under state legislation. How does that happen in a coordinated way across the basin? States have been working 

together under the agreement for 115 years. They've got runs on the board, but since the Basin Plan, they haven't had 

to cooperate together. You can have agreements whereby States get structured to do somewhat similar things, and 

the role of the Feds in that is the coordination, the facilitation and providing the incentives to do it. 

What's been difficult is the interplay between the federal government, the state government, and what's needed on 

the ground. That's recognising different jurisdictions, but also the funding and accountability framework. The feds 

have very few levers. They've only got money or sometimes legislative levers they could pull on certain issues to get 

States to do things. That's been really difficult, because when a State doesn't do something, what does the federal 

government do about it? 

The issue is when you go across State boundaries. Without cross-jurisdiction cooperation, that's where we've seen 

problems. 

We need multiple governments working together on the same priority, but we've seen a lot of issues with that in the 

last Basin Plan. We actually don't have a solution to that. 
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Where the Basin Plan has failed has been in some of the really meaty stuff, which requires the States and 

Commonwealth to work really well together and do things on the ground with individuals or groups of people. That's 

where they've really struggled. 

The separation of land and water, even when they are sitting under the same Minister, are still largely not managed in 

a coordinated, integrated way, and that's an issue. I suspect for First Nations people, separating land and water is 

something that doesn't sit well with them. 

 

Past: Politics and Policy Paralysis 

The number one issue is politics. There's no bipartisanship on fixing our rivers. Labor and the Greens say buy back as 

much water as you can and put it down the river. The Coalition says give as much water back to put it in productive 

use as possible but build complementary measures or engineering solutions to all the problems we're seeing. There's 

never really been an attempt to meet at the middle and come up with a way that works? 

It depends on who's in government. Labor are trying to buy back as much water as possible, and the Coalition's 

completely opposing that and saying, let's get more water in the hands of the irrigators. When they eventually win 

back the right to govern, they'll just give all the water back. They'll undo everything that’s been done. Then it’ll change 

again and flip back. And that's the Basin Plan. 

I don't think the Basin Plan, as well intentioned as it is, has ever had a chance to be implemented, because it's been 

unbolted and put back together every change of government. 

The biggest barrier is federal politics. State politics is probably the second barrier in that each State, or each 

jurisdiction has a different vision of what they want from their water policy. New South Wales and Victoria agree on 

some things but disagree on a lot. South Australia disagrees on everything that New South Wales and Victoria are 

trying to do because they're trying to hang on to as much water as they can. Queensland way up the top, they're like, 

you can't really stop us. We'll just do whatever the hell we want. 

Federal politics is too divided. In state politics, there's no collaboration, there's no integration. Then that feeds down 

to the third barrier I see, which is a complete utter lack of resources to implement either of the solutions on both 

sides of politics. That's exactly how Murray-Darling's been managed for 100 years.  

Politics always gets in the way of good ideas, good solutions and innovation. 

Every time I've spoken out about the problem of politics of water in the basin, or that we've got a good plan, but the 

current government won't implement it, the phone rings and they say, “join this panel and help solve the problem.” 

They throw a whole bunch of money at you, and I'm pretty sure they just try to buy your silence. 

It's better being in the tent than outside the tent. I'd much rather be part of the solution, because if you're not part of 

the solution, you're part of the problem. 

 

 

Past: Lack of Long-Term, Coordinated, and Scaled Action 

I don't think you can scale it up too much, it is at a catchment level.  The key things to have in place are decent 

institutional arrangements that can deliver things on the ground at the right scale, and the requirements that they do 

the appropriate planning, and then you've got to have some funding to let them do it. 

The number of competing priorities is probably the issue, because it's all really important. We have to be cognisant 

that we might not be able to do everything. How do we really target this to make best bang for your buck given the 

financial constraints? That can be really hard at a local level, where your thing is so incredibly important to you, but it 
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might not meet the bigger picture vision. It's always a problem but we have to be really strategic. That's been a big 

issue in the past, and it’ll be a bigger one for the for the future. 

Anybody that works in catchment management knows that funding sources are short, finite, difficult to get, especially 

for follow on bodies of work. That means they are always struggling to achieve those outcomes. When there's no 

consistency of ongoing funding, it means you start, you've finished, everybody's fully committed during the process, 

but then the cliff edge of funding comes, the program stops before the outcomes are realised. Thanks for your efforts. 

For those finer scale, sub-catchment, tight-scale initiatives, those funding mechanisms are really critical and there 

have been some aspects around land care that has helped provide some larger scale funding initiatives that was 

providing some continuity around some actions. 

We always have challenges around consistency of funding and providing those longer-term opportunities. 

The Murray-Darling Basin covers one million square kilometres, so scale and upscaling is a significant challenge. 

Where do you get those wins from within such a large area or identification of priority action areas, where there may 

be different focusses for different bodies of work? How do we bring that together into a package that can create 

multiple actions that create the pathway for achieving those integrated goals? 

Our group was asked to identify where in the catchment were the major sources of sediment nutrients coming from 

which we mapped for them at very fine scale. As is typical across the catchments on the east coast of Australia, about 

80% of the problem comes from 10-20% of the catchment area. If you identify and target your investment, then 

you're solving most of the problem. But what you see time and time again is these target areas are often the places 

that are hard to get access to or get permission to work on. So, interventions get done on places that are less than 1% 

of the problem. You spend millions of dollars, and you haven't tackled the problem at all! I see that play out right 

across the coast, Great Barrier Reef catchments and southeast Queensland. Lots of money is being spent. Are you 

getting the sort of benefit you thought? Probably not. 

 

Past: Loss of Ecological Memory and Shifting Baselines 

There's shifting baselines. Go back and talk to First Nations people or have a look at the early explorers’ diaries. People 

don't realise what we've lost. You might have seen a waterway near where you live that you might not have swam in 

as a kid because it was a dirty, filthy waterway. Now it's better, and you think, ‘Oh, this is great, everything's 

improved’. When, if you actually saw that waterway 200 years ago, it was paradise. But you don't know that, because 

your baseline is different. 

The Darling was crystal clear. You could see the bottom; you could see fish swimming. We don't realise what we've 

lost. We need to find those oral histories and remind people of what it was like. 

All these guys fished the Gwydir before the Copeland dam went in. Those First Nations people and other old fishers 

had a deep understanding of this river and the stories they tell are unbelievable. People who live there now are 

amazed; they don't know those stories. 

 

Past: Need for Integration and a Systemic Approach 

How can we enable an integrated approach from the top of the river down the bottom end? We just don't seem to be 

able to do that, because every State's got its rules and they say, “Oh no, you can't do that because then our rules here 

haven't been met, or policy hasn't been met,” or whatever. And yet, I think it's doable. The outcome from getting 

water to the forests for a couple of weeks every five years is much, much better than what we're doing at the 

moment. We should be able to do that if we plan and treat the system as a whole. 
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Most models, as they exist currently, cannot go across the whole system. There is no end-to-end connectivity that can 

show what happens in the headwaters through to what happens in the lower basin. That's enormously challenging 

because we haven't been able to operate at that scale – it’s been separated.  

 

Past: Community Engagement, Trust, and Local Empowerment 

Governments are often very poor at real community engagement that builds trust. Once trust is lost it’s very, very 

slow to build it again if at all. They don’t realise how important it is to create lasting outcomes that are needed for 

community, the environment, business. They need help on the ground locally to do this well. Trying to do things top-

down, and to do them poorly, where they fail again and again and expecting a different result each time, isn’t that the 

definition of madness? 

Government need a conduit between themselves and communities that can pick up the pieces, pick up the sh*t fight 

and the lack of trust and the trauma and pain and then build understanding and develop an acceptable community 

aspiration that can feed back into policy settings. It’s far easier and better and more valuable in the long run than a 

top-down approach that’s rejected and fought over. 

Communities are sick of being told what to do. They actually want to be able to sit down and discuss the solutions 

themselves. It’s not hard. It's resource intensive.  What’s really hard is for governments to let go. Maybe they think 

they’d lose control or give others too much room to move. 

 

Past: Cultural and Philosophical Divides 

We are always being asked to translate our knowledge into their language before listening to it in ours. People are not 

willing to go to the other side to learn our language, to understand what it means. And that's the problem. It's a one-

way street within all basin language. There is no room for traditional owner language. It’s quite offensive. 

My problem is that if academics and professionals are going to university to learn terms that are Western constructs, 

then they’re already being shaped in a particular way. Do they have the ability to change? If so, then maybe we might 

have a chance. 

 

 

 

Past: Philosophical Shift – From Control to Coexistence 

Waterways are often property boundaries. They're often State boundaries, such as between Victoria and New South 

Wales. When we're building any sort of infrastructure in and around waterways that's impacted by the movement of 

the channel itself, then there’s a problem. In a lot of waterways, particularly flood plains, the channels naturally move 

around over time. I'd say that that's one deeply held perspective - we want to constrain rivers whether it's keeping the 

channel in one place or keeping the water in the channel. This often causes problems, particularly big floods and 

directly impacts on a lot of natural processes that help sustain their natural systems in forms that we really value. 

Our efforts to constrain rivers has been a failure or have led to a whole lot of other unintended side effects. Putting 

rocks in to stop channels eroding, for example, mostly get eroded out eventually and the river does what it was going 

to do anyway in the long run. 

We value floodplain rivers as highly productive ecosystems. We love wetlands when they're full of biodiversity. But 

the processes that lead to that productivity of sediment being deposited out onto the flood plains by floods, and the 
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fact that a lot of that sediment comes from erosion and channel migration, those two things are immediately in 

conflict with one another. 

We know the issues. But we need to change our philosophies and the way we think about rivers. They are living 

entities, and we need to embrace their dynamic nature rather than trying to fix them in place. 

 

Past: Economic, Social, and Environmental Trade-offs 

Water trading has been amazing, sustaining and increasing in some instances, GDP, so the overall economic activity 

that's generated by water in say, the southern Murray-Darling Basin, where there's a lot of trade of water between 

different growers. But it has lots of unintended side effects, in terms of social and economic equity, and ecological 

side effects and a lot of these side effects, whether they're ecological or economic or social have consequences for the 

community as well. 

We all know the benefits of removing stock from riparian zones. There's just insufficient government commitment to 

say, “right, we just need to get stock out of waterways.” There’s lot of voting power in maintaining the status quo 

around river and catchment management. We just fail because there’s no good defence for some of that. 

There's definitely a funding issue. There's no doubt, but I think it's probably more so a lack of will. 

There needs to be a good public debate about policy options, but the public needs to be informed. There are cases 

where there are lots of costs to the community at large but relatively minor benefits, and those benefits are largely 

directed to the few private landholders. There should be stronger willpower from governments to shift some of this. 

There’s two key aspects: Firstly, partnerships are absolutely critical in achieving integrated outcomes: partnerships 

across community, industry, First Nations, management agencies at different levels etc. These locally led bodies 

deliver the finer scale of the work – where there is agreed local buy-in and ownership for the outcome. Secondly, the 

actions of these partnerships must align with higher level policies of State and Federal governments. Combining these 

aspects creates integrated catchment scale wins and outcomes. We also need funding consistency over time to match 

the practical requirements of large-scale work. 

We've decoupled land and water, particularly in New South Wales. We used to have catchment management 

authorities where the water and land were mixed which works in Victoria. But we shot ourselves in the foot for a large 

part of the basin. The issue with that is people say "It's my land. I can do what I want. Water? That's not my 

responsibility". What is best practice to produce cotton or almonds, or is best practice to actually live in the landscape 

and not have an impact, on the remainder of the landscape? 

Historically, you can own land in Australia, and the water is generally owned by the Crown. But sometimes the water 

is privately owned. All these fights about water, we've created by this system that's actually restricting how we can 

have a conversation. "I bought this water; therefore, it's my water, and I'll do with it what I like. And if any water 

comes off my landscape, then that's not my business." 

There’s a project that enabled local landholders to better understand the effects of their actions as they propagate 

down the catchment. It’s been pretty insightful to make the connection between upper and lower catchment. For 

example, Brisbane is drawing a lot of water and is a massive consumer of basic resources but we’re not investing in 

the natural capital to support those resources. That starts to become extremely important with climate change. Our 

catchments are changing. They're going to change into the future. The resilience of those catchments to extreme 

events and to improve their current conditions, is absolutely integral to the economic, and social benefits that accrue 

downstream. 
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In massively scaling up integrated waterway and catchment 
management in the past, what has shown promise or 
progress but failed to reach its potential or scale further? 
 

Past: Collaboration and Collective Success 

The native fish strategy was popular, all the stakeholders worked together, we had multiple conversations across 

jurisdictions. We did a whole bunch of community engagement. To me, it was wildly successful – everyone was 

working together, common platform, common direction, and that's why it worked. 

 

Past: Influence, Visibility, and Public Engagement 

What we didn't have to scale the work was an influencer to drive this and for people to listen to. If it was a Russell 

Crowe or a Hemsworth, and they wanted to say something, all the TV and radio stations would turn up. If they 

understood a basic level of the science, they could be quite influential. I know more about this stuff than most people, 

and I've been doing it for a long while, and can be quite influential in a room of people, but I'm not going to get people 

to come into that room, and I'm not going to get the media turn up. We're missing that influence. 

 

Past: Fragmentation and Lost Opportunities for Integration 

On the back of federal funding (in the late 90s or early 2000s), there was National Heritage Trust, a Murray-Darling 

thing, and a national action plan for salinity. They were big things at the time. The federal funding was to go through 

the Murray-Darling Basin Commission. They would set the priorities, and the ministerially agreed guidelines would be 

used for some of that. A change of government happened (or something significant like that) which put the kibosh on 

it. There was a pathway at that point when they'd signed it off, and there was a proposal to put federal funding for the 

basin through the commission, with the aim that it would be matched to priorities across the basin. Now that's always 

a little fraught, because each State wants its own bit, but that never happened. That's probably as close as it got to 

integration. 

 

Past: Promising Models of Cross-Sector Collaboration 

The thing that has given me the most hope that some of this can be worked through is the Menindee Lake review. All 

basin States agreed to have a good look at it. That's one of the most holistic reviews I've seen so far in the basin, in 

terms of getting people across States, to work together. 

We've got the timber industry, community land care, all the surrounding land holders, traditional owners, local 

Aboriginal land councils, Murray River Council, all the stakeholders, and we bring them together in NSW for 

information, knowledge brokering. We ask, how do we have complementary benefits to go with the environmental 

water. We're looking at all of that stuff, not just an add-water approach. We create a co-benefit ecosystem or a co-

management model, and everyone feels heard across the river. It can be tough conversations to have so government 

don’t want it, but it’s essential. 

 

Past: Time, Trust, and Scale 
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Some conversations need to be given more time than government allows. Constraints management in the Gwydir 

Valley is an interesting one. It genuinely could have a good outcome in the end, but there's so many things getting 

thrown at it and an extremely tight time frame. It takes a long time to negotiate and get a shared vision amongst a 

really dispersed group of individuals that all have different needs and wants. 

There are local cases where they've come up with an excellent watering project and restoration activity for a really 

unique spot, but there's so many of them, and there's not often a group of volunteers that can run it. They're really 

great initiatives but I just don't know how you scale them everywhere to all the little lagoons that might be important. 

There's been some good examples of that which can become really good educational pieces for others about what can 

be done with a little bit of tweaked management. 

 

Past: Private Landholders and Economic Realities 

There's a lot of good things happening on private property (such as riparian management or re-vegetation) that 

people don't know that's good. How do we scale that up? This is probably where the bang for buck is as well. But 

there's no one there to coordinate. We've seen bits and pieces of that, a recognition of a lot of the changed farming 

practices as well around the Basin, and how that is contributing to some of these other factors, which then can push 

the laggards, the ones that coming up behind, maybe to recognise there's value in it. 

From cotton farmers right down to wine grape growers, it's really hard to be green when you're in the red 

(financially). If they're making money, they can invest. The flip side argument is, if we can keep them healthy in a 

business sense, then they can do those things that they've probably always wanted to do but haven't been able to 

invest because they haven't had the extra cash flow. 

Those farmers who are doing well financially have the luxury do definitely say, “Okay, what's my footprint, what's my 

legacy?” That’s a bit different to those who are wondering whether they can afford to water their crop or not. 

 

Past: Ground-Level Action and Practical Knowledge 

What really struck me is that there's absolutely amazing work that happens at the local level on the ground (such as, 

passionate landholders working closely with local NGOs or CMAs in Victoria or local land Services in New South Wales, 

and increasingly with Traditional Owners). There was a really young fellow there who at one point said, “We don’t 

need to be overly academic about this. We don't need more research. We just need to get on and do stuff.” There's a 

lot of truth in that. 

It's great to see what can be done on a local level when people work together, from across different parts of the 

community. There's a really key role for private landholders in that process - it's not just about public land 

management. 

 

Past: Environmental Outcomes and Evidence of Progress 

The biggest thing that has been achieved for the basin is the recovery of water for environmental purposes, and it has 

fundamentally and absolutely changed the ecology of the river. Delivering environmental flows has worked. We see it 

where it's delivered fish spawn, birds breed, trees don't die. All of that stuff is good. The water buybacks have worked, 

mainly in the South. Have we recovered enough water from the Northern basin to save the Northern basin? I don't 

know. 

We're starting to understand the role that water quality plays in healthy rivers and the accumulation of chemicals in 

rivers. We're starting to see pretty big amounts of chemicals that are running off the land into the water, and we're 

not really doing anything about that. That's something that's so easy to fix, and other countries are doing it. 
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Past: Cultural Knowledge and Different Definitions 

Better understanding First Nations connection to the waterways and understanding traditional ways of management 

and how that can fit into a modern system is promising. But hasn't been that well implemented, probably because no 

one's been able to define what it looks like. Define cultural flow? We probably want the same thing, but we just 

haven't got the same definition. If we haven't got an agreed definition, it hard to move forward. Have we delivered 

environmental flows to protect emu nests? I don't know. Have we delivered environmental flows to protect the health 

of scar trees? 

 

Past: Strategic Thinking and System-Level Investment 

We've got a lot of well-intentioned actions, but we’re not thinking strategically and adequately making the case for 

those yet. For example, I want some koala habitat. There would be a whole lot of benefits, if that was linked up, for 

example, to a riparian area, then you can start to say this is part of the nature repair market. We stack some of these 

credits for a carbon biodiversity, we can get a whole lot of water quality benefits, and we might even do some 

nutrient offsetting. 

We have a look at the catchment, and we can see some pretty obvious problems. We can illustrate examples of where 

an integrated approach of looking and scaling across the whole system and being able to start to pinpoint, not just 

where are the hotspots, but where is the best investment. And the hotspots are not necessarily always best 

investment. There is promise here. 

I'm blown away by what they're doing in China – the amount of the land use planning they're doing, according to their 

five and ten-year plans. They’re doing a lot of carbon capture. They’ve had to urgently address their water quality 

problems but the investment scale and their ability to look across the landscape is incredible. 

 

 

 



 

Dialogue Interview Report – November 2025 20 
 

In massively scaling up integrated waterway and catchment 
management in the past, what factors have significantly 
affected the failure or progress of these efforts? 
 

Past: Governance, Power and Accountability 

In bringing in the Commonwealth Water Act, the dynamics and the governance of the basin changed with the 

Commonwealth setting the regulatory environment and telling the States what to do. That let the States off the hook 

to a certain extent, because they could just sit back and blame the Commonwealth and ask for money. So, they did. 

For it to be successful, the Commonwealth's going to have to pay. I don't see the States having any particular incentive 

to put their hands in their own pocket. They need to give the States some reason to participate. 

None of the agencies have KPIs. Are their performance reviews tied to outcomes? Are politicians or government 

bureaucrats tied to the performance of outcomes? They're not accountable. No one's accountable for anything. But 

people on the ground are accountable. 

There is arrogance too. We keep saying, Australia's an exemplar of water management in the world with the Basin 

Plan. Well, I've looked at stuff elsewhere in the world, North America for example, that's far better than where we're 

at. Our politicians don't want to know about it. 

Government don’t like it when others know more than them or have better relationships – but what if they changed 

their thinking and regarded us a brokering resource that helps build solutions, versus them having to always be right. 

We need a co-approach, where we all have an early say about our own land and community – we understand there is 

a bigger picture, but surely, we can get better complimentary outcomes by looking at the broader and finer challenges 

together and working together. 

Government use a top-down approach because they appear to have absolutely no trust in people in community. They 

think they’re the experts and they know best. It’s very damaging to progress and wastes so much community goodwill 

and faith in government. 

 

Past: Culture, Connection and Psychological Dimensions 

My purpose is to look after country; I'm one in the same as country. 

Us, mind and Country are the same: you're dealing with my country, and when you damage my country, you're 

performing neurosurgery on me as a person and on my people. I hurt when country gets cut. I hurt when the dams go 

in. I hurt when the regulators go in, I hurt when the weirs go in, I hurt when there's only trickles of water coming down 

to my country that was once thriving. There’s deep trauma associated with that. There’s a huge crisis and a problem 

happening within the basin that is not physical, its psychological and that's the problem. 

Many people don't understand the concept of what we, the Traditional Owners are talking about, when we're talking 

about it from our own psyche and what it means to us. 

The psychological state of mind is not being addressed inside the basin plan itself. We need to think about what it 

really says by studying what it does say AND what it doesn’t say. 

 

Past: Systems-wide View, Scale and Integration 
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The author of the first round of the native fish strategy, got everyone, all the States, to agree to it. This influencing and 

involvement made all the difference. 

The level of funding at one stage was quite high in the mid 2000s spread out across the basin. There was a lot of good 

research being done. There was action on the ground. And quite often, there was articles in the papers all the time 

about fish. Nowadays we’ve taken over that mantle, trying to create that common place to find that information and 

drive and bring people together. Building awareness helps. 

In some cases, we're not getting the environmental outcomes. There's a range of reasons why. Some of it will be 

timing. Some of it will be they are a balanced outcome. In some cases, down the river and the Goulburn, you're 

getting your desired environmental flows in spring, but then you're providing high flows in summer for irrigation. This 

is a managed basin. It's not going to ever be perfect, but it is really clear that other things need to happen. Carp is 

everywhere we go. The water quality in the Darling in dry times is a factor of connectivity flows.  There’s nutrients. 

How you manage fish with no fish passage? Some of this other stuff is actually really becoming important, and 

everybody knows it. 

One of the cries at the start was, don't just recover water from us. This is about a whole lot of other things too. 

Communities have been telling governments this since the start. It’s actually a statement of truth – water on its own 

isn't going to solve all your problems. 

We’re very siloed at the moment. There's a whole lot of different water available, but they're all siloed. 

For the ultimate scaling up of integrated waterway and catchment management we would need to look through all 

the rules that would need to be changed and agreed upon to make something like that happen. 

Constraint management is key, because without addressing constraints, you can't do it. I don't care how long that 

takes, we've got to keep working at that one. It's going to be a long process. The ultimate for us would be, once every 

roughly five years, we can get water out onto the flood plains – life will go on as normal. The roads stay connected, 

the bridges work. Everyone will just say, “Wow, isn't this fantastic, the yabbies are running,” that sort of thing. It's not 

a flood; it's just a high river. 

There are lots of good local micro initiatives, but if we want a step change in the outcomes, this is only going to come 

if we can do things at sufficient scale, because too many parts of the system are sort of reliant on scale. We've got fish 

species that, in some cases migrate over hundreds of kilometres as part of their life cycle. They just can't go through 

their life cycle in two-kilometre patch of river. 

You only need a severe drought or, a particular invasive species to get into those environments at a local scale and 

there's no redundancy there. There's no resilience to local disturbances. Realistically, there's definitely a role for local 

scale interventions such as putting species back into isolated wetlands where they've been lost – so they don’t go 

extinct. That’s noble, but I'd like to think our aspirations aren’t reliant on a purely local focus. If we're serious about 

sustainability and self-sustaining systems, then we have to acknowledge the scale challenge. 

When I talk about integrated catchment, I'm speaking specifically about diffuse pollution control which is one of the 

biggest issues facing catchments across the East Coast. Nearly all of the problems are legacy as result of early 

Europeans that cut their way up through the water courses and cleared all the riparian vegetation first. These things 

were triggered 200 years ago by timber cutters moving their way up through all the major river systems. Today, the 

catchments are trying to reset. They're eroding really badly and the vegetation in the catchments has changed. As 

rainfall events are more intense, more of the water gets concentrated in the channel network, riparian zones have 

been destroyed, and the streams are vulnerable to erosion. Now, the rates of erosion are about eight times as much 

as pre-European settlement. 

 

Past: Engagement and Interest 
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For the community engagement model to work particularly well, they need upfront resourcing. Then everything else 

looks after itself. We've got to maintain our trust and respect with the community and keep that sacrosanct. 

In my opinion, the Water Act itself limits the degree of community engagement possible (at around 2.2). I find this to 

be continually problematic. 

Where things work well landowners are interested in the environment. They've often got some knowledge of the 

environment too, and they’re keen to passing it on to the next generation in a better condition in than when they took 

it on. 

 

Past: Economics, Investment and Long-Term Value 

Sometimes I think we're all a little bit too comfortable still in the basin. We say the status quo is okay. 

In the last three-year drought in New South Wales people found out what it's like to really have no water. Others 

experienced that during the Millennium drought, and I just think there's still a little bit of use it or lose it mentality in 

in New South Wales. Also, don't let anything else go down the river except what is legally required. 

There needs to be greater recognition of actions where the outcomes are long term and may not be seen for many 

years, particularly around habitat and river restoration or rewilding a certain area. From a federal minister 

perspective, they may not see the benefit of that investment within their four-year cycle. They may not be able to get 

their photos on the ground, celebrate the outcomes, unlike investing in a piece of infrastructure, for example. And a 

lot of the benefits that come out in these types of work may not be directly quantifiable, they will be more social 

aspects around engaging people within their local environment, securing more social, or recreational benefits out of 

it. How do we cut through these so politicians approve more strategic investments? 

Some of these crises make us realise that there's not always going to be all this water there all the time. 

Longer-term funding is a consistent challenge overseas as well – if we look at an Australian perspective, the Murray-

Darling Basin Plan is Australia's equivalent of the European water framework. However, it is more flow's orientated, 

rather than more quality orientated, but there are actions and activities that can be achieved, that can create benefits 

across boundaries all the way through the river system. It's having shared agreements and shared goals that creates 

the opportunity for investment to achieve them. 

Going back 15 or 20 years, people said, environmental outcomes are great but the economics of it may not stack up. 

You've got to do the economics. This has been done at a detailed level showing many very positive complimentary 

outcomes for community, industry, government including nitrogen offsetting. Tens of millions of dollars in savings as 

well as huge environmental benefits. The economics and the business case of it is so compelling. Everyone should be 

jumping at this, and it still doesn't happen. 

The reason some of the big changes don’t happen is that I suspect there's an institutional issue there that is very hard 

to solve, because it comes down to not just the culture of organisations, but the personalities who are in decision 

making roles. I suspect that the latter is plays a pretty big part as to why we're not seeing the coordination and 

integration that we'd like. It’s really frustrating. 

 

Past: Collaboration, Trust and Shared Purpose 

We made progress when all the fisher groups contributed to the native fish strategy, all the people interested in the 

salinity, for instance, get together and come up with a number of recommendations. So yearly, interested players 

working in the areas in which they're interested and then promoting a strategy, and then gradually filtering up 

through the system and separating technical and political. 
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Leave the political stuff to those people who operate at that level. Otherwise, it all gets confounded, and you don't 

actually make a lot of progress. 

A key factor of success is having champions for different teams. So quite often, you'll have someone who is a 

particular vocal, passionate champion for a particular part of river management, and they'll drive something for a 

while and then burn out. 

If you don't have a champion who lobbies hard for outcomes, then you don't have a voice for that particular area and 

it’s hard to get the outcomes. That champion has to be a bit of a zealot. 

You've got to have enough money to invest in the solutions or to support the champions for their cause. But also, 

whatever you do it can't have a negative economic impact. For instance, if one of your solutions is to stop irrigators 

from producing food, it's not a really good societal impact. So that's often leveraged as a negative. But if you reframe 

it and say, how can we keep producing food AND extracting water at a sustainable rate that maintains the food bowl, 

then you'll get your win-win. But quite often, they're separated. They're politically weaponised to sort of slow down 

progress. 

At the end of the day, everyone wants the same thing. Everyone wants a healthy river that has enough water in it that 

they can grow the food but can also sustain the ecology. Not a single farmer I've spoken to says they want an 

unhealthy river at the expense of their productive crop. No rational ecologist will say we want to take all of the water 

off the farmers to have a healthy river and not grow any food. The will is there on both sides. It's just that they've 

never been brought together. They're always kept separate, and they believe that the other person is the problem, 

not the solution. 

Everyone says it's important to take a regional perspective. We should all collectively pool our money and target 

where the big problems are. Using an example from Southeast Queensland that's well recognised, there are a couple 

of catchments which are disproportionately, responsible for most of the sediment nutrient entering Moreton Bay. 

Pretty much everyone has agreed they should focus their effort on fixing that, and yet, when the time comes to get 

the various local governments and groups to invest their money, it's like we'll do that, but we want some of the 

project work done in our catchment as well. So, it still ends up everyone wants to have stuff done and sees the 

regional benefit, but they want it done in their backyard, not where the real economic returns can be generated. 

There's a push to empower local communities to take responsibility and do the work. But they're not doing work 

within a coordinated regional plan. It's not enough just to be able to give money to various groups because they're 

interested in fixing up their local creek when the problem is somewhere else. It comes down to what's the real 

strategic objective here – is it to really address the big catchment issues, to reduce catchment erosion, minimise flood 

risk? If so, all of those things are quite possible if you tackle this at scale, even flood risk reduction. 

In Southeast Queensland, we did some modelling of one of the big flood events in 2011 and showed that if you 

actually tackled some of these things with an aim of halving the pollutant load, you could have a significant reduction 

in flood risk for the town. People say, “Oh, it's really hard. You can't do that”. Well, the modelling suggests yes, you 

could, if you did it at scale. But we haven't. 

It's really addressing the question: how do you optimise your investment if you've got a fixed amount of money? How 

do you know what actions to take and where best to do them to get the strongest outcome for the least cost? I don't 

think that has primacy in the decision making. 

We have an optimisation problem. We can do lots of different things in lots of different places, but the key is to know 

which actions to take and where best to do them. We have developed the tools to do this. We've developed quite a 

nice catchment resilience framework over the last few years that allows you to do that, to explore scenarios. It's a 

modelling approach that allows you to factor in implementation costs and the opportunity costs to a landowner, as 

well as quantify what the benefits are going to be. And in every one of those scenarios the benefits far outweigh the 

cost. 
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The way that catchment resilience model works is if you take it to any catchment at any scale, you divide it up into a 

number of units. There are four categories of intervention you can take, you either fix the stream up, you fix gullies 

up, you recreate wetlands, or you re-vegetate hill slopes. And every time you undertake one of those things, there's a 

benefit that you get, and there's a cost for doing it, an implementation cost and an opportunity cost. The way the 

modelling works is you tell the model how you want it to run. You could tell it; I've got $50 million what's the best way 

to spend $50 million and what's the trade off in the outcomes that I get. Or you could run it another way and say, you 

know, how do I halve the sediment load? What's the best way to do that? And it'll come up with a whole bunch of 

optimal solutions and different permutations of that. The tools allow people to sit down and look at what that means. 
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In massively scaling up integrated waterway and catchment 
management today, where is the greatest progress being 
made?  Where are the promising seeds of something 
greater? 
 

Present: Shared Responsibility and Industry Ownership 

I want the almond industry and the macadamia industry and the cotton industry and the wine industry to actually own 

the waterways that they're working on. That means they understand what role they play and what they can do about 

that. That's the only way we're going to change. 

 

Present: Integrated Environmental Water Planning 

Those local environmental water plans are really about an asset and what’s needed - environmental objectives, flows 

etc. You could have far greater interactions with the Traditional Owners, and you could add the key things that also 

need to be done into those systems, or the key limiting factors in those systems? You could have a consistent set of 

those plans and start to tie use of environmental water to manage some of those things. 

Strengthen the environmental water framework - that would be the place to really encourage the integration within 

and across areas. Then you want the institutional arrangements, providing funding and water incentives for the States 

to work out how they're going create and deliver environmental water plans. Maybe have an accreditation process, 

guidelines from the authority as to how they should be done. 

 

Present: Practical, Systemic, and Cooperative Approaches 

What we do is very piecemeal, very site specific. If we could focus on getting a bit of a natural high flow, it's a lot 

cheaper to change rules than to build a lot of infrastructure. If we could approach this, the constraints, the 80,000 

megalitre flow the same way they're doing Menindee lakes, I think it would be fantastic. 

I've seen a positive change of mindset, where people are actually looking for the win-wins. 

Win-wins give us new business customers, it builds our social license, and produces a better environment for our 

community, which also brings in tourism, which is a big thing in our area. So, no one wants to see a dead and dying 

river and dying floodplains. They want to see it alive and healthy so they can go up with their dinghies. It all fits 

together. 

In the Murrumbidgee when they're seriously talking about removal of constraints, there's some farmers saying, “Oh 

well, actually, it might be a good thing. Every now and then some of our land will get flooded, but that produces 

pasture for our sheep and cattle, it recharges our groundwater.” They're starting to think of all of these things. The 

river wins, the farmer wins, the community wins. 

Working cooperatively again on native fish, I think that's good. 

Salinity, water quality and land management around catchments. Start with the basics then build momentum with 

parties working together proactively and constructively - that would be a great step forward. 

 

Present: Community Vision, Trust, and Local Leadership 
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There’s now a much better appreciation of the connected nature of things, so that business connects to the 

landscape, but there’s not as much government investment to support this. 

It’s about how you involve people in the community - do a vision process to find out what they want. Then align 

actions to this vision, build trust and relationship. 

I’m seeing the groundswell of possibility in highlighting the growing voice of traditional owners around water 

management and the ‘taking care of country’ mindset and saying, let's extend that to rivers and catchments and land 

and water together and achieve something more than we currently are. I think everyone's on board until it hits the 

reality that this may not be possible to achievable without someone taking an economic hit. 

Let’s break down the perception that the other side are evil and working against the outcomes we all want. This is a 

big, big barrier to overcome, but’s it’s possible. 

At a Policy Lab in Orange, a keynote speaker from the Netherlands gave this talk, which had all the problems we had 

with water management - not enough water, a lot of competition for uses. How do you do it in a way that meets all 

outcomes etc. She just said they reached a point where there was just not enough water for anyone - they had just 

two choices: Option 1 was we had to pick a side and let them access the water, or the other option was to vigorously 

innovate and find out-of-the-box ways to make sure everyone had enough water. They chose the latter, and some of 

the innovations she shared were just stuff we're not even talking about here in Australia. 

 

Present: Innovation and Systems Thinking 

There really hasn't been a space for innovation. What we do is we build dams, we capture water, we divert it or pump 

it out. And that's Roman technology from 3,000 years ago. Basically, they're modern aqueducts. 

The big opportunity for the basin is not how we streamline what we're currently doing, but how do we go back to the 

drawing board and unthink some stuff that we've been taught for 100 years and do something a bit different. 

I think many of the things are in place. I really like this idea of thinking of we've got x gigalitres. We've got to allocate 

some to cultural flows, to the environment, to irrigation, and have a base that is the essential water supply we need. 

That, to me, speaks of the system as a whole. A comment that rings in my ears from one of the farmers is, “give us 

certainty (whatever can be certain), then we’ll deal with it, but give a certainty.” 

The Dutch are turning five story car parks into water collection devices during rain events and then putting that run off 

into potable water systems. This is amazing thinking. When it rains, kids aren't out on the basketball court, so they 

turned them into dams. Then they extract the water into the potable water system. Now they've got this network of 

basketball courts over schools in Amsterdam which are water collection devices that pump water into the town water 

system… they don't take a drop out of the rivers. Thinking like that are just unheard of in Australia. Not one person 

thought this was a bad idea. 

If there was an innovation forum where we said, you just come, come together and come up with the craziest, most 

left field ideas for saving water that could benefit both sides. It would fundamentally change. I'm convinced. 

Australia of all places is one of the most uncertain environments that you can get. Drought, flood, as well as a 

declining overall amount. This is going to be an ongoing and increasing challenge, but I do see the opportunity to bring 

together key people in different areas to really think it through. How do we allocate AND give ourselves a little bit of 

flexibility to keep the system resilient. 

 

Present: Locally Led Delivery and Authentic Engagement 

Through some heavy engagement processes, we now are delivering a large scientific program. We have over 50 local 

people and organisations involved in the delivery of the work. We have had over 4,000 people through the doors of 
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our research centre, we’ve had over 120 engagement meetings to help people not just understand what their 

knowledge needs are, but to identify where they can be involved in the creation and sharing of that knowledge. So, 

the investment in engagement, in valuing local and cultural knowledge has come to fruition through this body of work. 

This model could be replicated throughout the Murray-Darling Basin. 

Locally lead delivery is absolutely key. We need to ask, "What's important to you and how do you want to be involved 

in achieving it?" And we do that within the priorities of managing agencies. 

What helped create success was years of community advocacy that was picked up by our local MP and taken to 

Canberra. So, when we were then established, people said, fantastic, we've got what we wanted. How do we now 

engage with you? That made our job so much easier. 

People need to show up as who they truly are, not their job role or their character, and to talk from the heart, not 

from they're organisation's position, but to show up as an open-hearted individual who cares. 

 

Present: Emerging Market and Policy Opportunities 

The value of nitrogen is an order of magnitude greater than what you'd get for carbon credits. So, you'd really be able 

to drive a lot of this restoration with the money that you'd save from that. 

There's good progress being made, in the idea people are starting to think of in terms of building wildlife and 

biodiversity corridors - the nature positive sort of investment. I think that that's key, but it's disconnected and funded 

completely differently from the efforts to do water quality improvement. 

We could go a lot further now in setting up a market for nitrogen, particularly in places where you've got big urban 

areas where they're trying to put a cap on nitrogen pollution, to the coastal zone. A trade system for nitrogen would 

immediately give you the incentive to start investing in those sorts of things, so you could drive a lot of that 

investment. It's starting to be talked about a bit. There's quite a bit of work being done with developers around those 

kinds of offsets, whether it be for carbon or for nitrogen. I think that that's the real exciting opportunity, actually. 
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In scaling this progress, what is the greatest challenge you 
see right now? 
 

Present: Fragmented Governance and Policy Silos 

You couldn't bring in a regulation at the moment that limits the number and volume of allowable pollutants coming 

off private land. It’s another restricting rule and how to do this over different States? 

The Commonwealth have kept the water environment separate from the biodiversity funding and all of that. And the 

biodiversity side want it that way, because they'll just see the water guys taking more of the share. So, the buckets 

have been kept separate for a whole range of political policy reasons. They could be brought together but how do 

they get their act together to do this well and do they know how? What’s their incentive? 

Getting the political parties to work together right now. 

No one puts all the pieces together, and no one helps fund all the things that need to happen to make a real 

difference. 

The Basin Plan is quite restrictive in its legislative controls. 

The MDBA has no responsibility for the broader catchment issues. But it's become increasingly evident that you're not 

going to solve the problems in the Murray just by adding water. The authority is quite keen to be able to work out 

how to work better with catchment agencies, so that the provision of water and catchment restoration or removing 

barriers to disperse all of those things which are not their responsibility can be coordinated as well. It's not something 

the authority can solve on its own, that's for sure. That's not its mandate. 

To manage land and water together - only States can do that. 

We’re going to have Murray-Darling Basin Plan v2 and we're going to have the same problem, unless we have joint 

agreements about what should happen. 

 

Present: Limited Political Will and Capability 

Does the Commonwealth know how to do what’s needed?  It’s a tough question.  I feel a real depth of knowledge, 

vision and will is required. 

In many cases the Commonwealth doesn’t have the appropriate resources.  They are in Canberra writing market 

regulations, with limited knowledge or experience about what’s happening on the ground. That's the part that's 

scaring me. 

Setting a cap on nitrogen is something a minister could do. I’m not sure what the impediment is. 

The Commonwealth personnel turn over quite regularly which inhibits its institutional memory.  They need support to 

build their policy capability in a way that resonates with those who’ve seen a lot of history. 

 

 

 

Present: Inertia of the Status Quo 

I don't see any kind of strategy and direction at the moment, because we've really been focused on just recovering 

water. 
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Most fundamentally, there's a lot of momentum in the status quo. 

Every time someone changes role in government, we have to convince them all over again – it’s like the system 

immediately reverts to something broken or mismatched if you turn your back. Good work is almost always rejected 

by default. The bureaucratic process seems well designed to repeatedly not work. 

For those who are associated with water management, particularly in governments, and the community, there's a lot 

of fatigue. These processes of change and reform are really hard. It’s tiring, people get burnt out. and no one likes 

uncertainty. So collectively those impacts can lead you to start to ask if it worthwhile or should we just kind of accept 

that we've made it this far and we’ll take what we've got. I think that that would be a really unfortunate landing point. 

But I understand the fatigue, and I can see why a lot of people sort of feel like maybe that's that. 

 

Present: Need for Cooperative, Cross-Jurisdictional Action 

Some of the best meetings we've had is when we've had both the water people and the agriculture people and both 

ministers sitting in the same room with the industry. 

It would be quite nice if all parties saw the Basin as a whole, rather than just the Victorian share, or the New South 

Wales share, South Australian bit of the basin. Right now, we have a selfish attitude. But there are some who have 

more interest in the basin as a whole. 

So, I think you can't force that, and it's only through people working together and seeing the benefits of cooperative 

and constructive activities that I think would lead to change. 

To progress, I think what science can do is do the science, and then just provide advice based on the science into the 

political system and not trying to push the boundaries. I think we can use the science to illustrate things to a legal 

system. That can be quite valuable and that's the best role for science. 

 

Present: Incentives, Funding, and Implementation Gaps 

Federal funding to incentivise contribution from the States. 

Regarding success in sourcing federal funding without prescriptive actions: It's not to say that we didn't commit to 

achieving a number of outcomes from the funding, but what it meant was federal government or other agencies did 

not say, “we'll provide you with this funding, but these are the topics that we want you to investigate.” 

From a big scale perspective, in the planning you would need to be thinking about the size and capacity of the 

workforce, the training and skills needed for catchment restoration, re-vegetation, fencing and earthworks etc., such 

as machinery operators doing works in stream channels, certified backhoe operators that know enough about 

geomorphology to know not to cause an even bigger problem etc.  Getting nurseries lined up – creating new 

industries and jobs. You're talking potentially $50-100 million a year in a catchment the size of SE Qld.  That scale of 

investment is possible. But who’s responsible to lead this? 

 

Present: Innovation, Learning, and Scaling Up 

Where I see the big way forward is innovating and learning from how other countries, which have got significant water 

stress, are meeting the needs of multiple users. We just don't do this here. 

What if we brought everyone together and said, “let's come up with some solutions that don't involve the way we've 

been doing things?” The CRC is probably the best vehicle for doing that at the moment, because it's outside the 

government systems. 
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The legislation actually prevents innovation. The legislation is so prescriptive that it prevents innovation, and it 

promotes previous or existing ways of doing things. 

Not a single person disagreed with the innovative work happening in the Netherlands. In fact, everyone said, why 

aren't we doing that? That includes farmers, councils, ecologists, you name it. Everyone just said that's the future! 

We need to scale innovation, not just tinker with what’s already there. 

Let's get the modelling right, let's get it at scale, and let's be quite transparent about where the model may not be up 

to scratch, and where the modelling is still going to be useful for us. 

 

Present: Integrated Catchment Management and Practical Know-How 

You can't say, “Oh, I'm doing my bit.” It doesn't really make any difference in the big scheme of things, because there's 

still crap coming from somewhere else. 

Enabling communities to find win wins. Where are there some shared solutions? So, a win-win example: there would 

be help for farmers to restore their riparian lands, to minimise issues further downstream. 

The cost of water treatment increases because the treatment plant is downstream of pollutants. In the two floods 

we've had, the treatment plant got so overwhelmed that Brisbane nearly ran out of drinking water. 

The practical on ground stuff is well known. People have got all the guidelines. They know how to plant trees. But just 

the sheer scaling up – how do we actually do this on the ground? 

 

Present: Mindsets, Power, and Cultural Shifts 

There's still a dominance of mindsets occurring. We have to first agree on a common view. I think there's a lot of 

assumptions in the basin, and few verifying statements of fact. That's the issue I have. You have to go behind the 

scenes like a director in a movie and ask what are we really want here? I think the problem is that domination occurs 

in a very sophisticated manner within the basin and not everyone can see it. 

People need to have the ability to shift - shift their position or mindset and see something differently. 

I've seen some magical things happen over the years. But the problem is, is that we have a lifetime to deal with what 

we're doing. They have 12 months in the financial year that’s where they operate from. They've got to produce the 

report in x months. But that's not our life. We don't do that sort of stuff. Like Albert Einstein’s quote, “We cannot 

solve our problems with the same thinking we used when we created them.” 

There’s a common ‘business as usual’ state of mind of government folks; the way of thinking is creating the same 

problem that they're trying to solve. 

Sometimes people just don't know how to move forward. 

 

Present: First Nations Knowledge Voice 

One problem is that everyone can only act on what they see and what they know: “you only know what you know”. 

There’s no emotion if you’re just doing your job. The difference and the problem is these guys are in jobs. We as 

Traditional Owners are not in their jobs - we are living and breathing our culture, and our life.  I don't think anyone has 

stopped to think about the psychological state of mind. 

 

Present: Authentic Engagement and Shared Stewardship 
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We need really good community engagement pilots to demonstrate the value. The constraints relaxation 

implementation roadmap was developed by the States with the MDBA and was released in December 2024. It's a 

brilliant document. It is spot on. 

It wasn't a smooth journey to get government commitment for essentially undefined actions. But what we did commit 

to is that we would undertake to bring everybody into that journey. To me, there's a scaling opportunity to learn from 

that across the basin. 

I think for community-focused scaling it’s more about catchment management. At least forty percent of people who 

live in the Murray-Darling Basin don't know they live in the Murray-Darling Basin. So, if you trying to get them involved 

in Murray-Darling Basin scale activities, it doesn't mean anything to them. But if you get them involved in creating 

better quality water to water their oval, they're on board.  So, it's also scaling the communications to make it relevant 

at the local level.   

I don't think the problem of scaling is a technical one, the tools are all there. 

The First Nations peoples at the end of the system have lived through climate change already, because their dreaming 

stories talk about walking across to Kangaroo Island, which has been underwater for many thousands of years. So, 

they have lived experience. How can we learn from their perspectives about how to adapt? Let's build that connective 

tissue between cultural knowledge and Western science because we all want to live in and engage with an 

environment that is healthy and we want to be able to use the water for industry, for agriculture, but there's only a 

finite amount of it. 

It’s not productive for ecologists to say agriculturalists are ruining it and agriculturalists to say ecologists are ruining it. 

That won’t get us anywhere. 

I report to the minister, if something goes wrong, the minister will get the backlash. Yeah, so we have to make sure 

nothing goes wrong, and that means they decide where it goes, but they make it look like they're involved in 

community, but it's tokenistic. Unless you change that, nothing else will change.  

There is a worrying disconnect. Most farmers want to be stewards of the land. They know that they've got to look 

after their land, AND we need them to have that same thinking about looking after the waterways that pass through 

their land. I think one of the blockers, is that there is a big disconnect between in government, between agriculture, 

and water.  
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Future 
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In scaling integrated waterway and catchment management 
in the future, new or unexplored future opportunities do you 
see? 
 

Future: Shared Purpose, Leadership and Continuous Dialogue 

I think there needs to be constant conversations with us all about how we can do things better as a whole. At a 

governmental level, or anywhere else, no one owns this. 

My advice to government people is just to be brave. They've got to be brave and truly collaborate and empower, not 

just tick a box and not just put stops on everything. Government often blame the people. Was it the people or the fact 

government didn't bring them along on the journey? Build it with community in the first place. This makes everything 

easier afterwards - you've got your legacy outcomes, you've got the buy in. 

Many years ago, the Lord Mayor of Brisbane was a champion for improving the Brisbane River and cleaning up 

Moreton Bay. He really drove that agenda, coordinating and bullying other mayors to take a regional approach. Having 

political champions is important. When they're not there, things just don't come together. How do we find more? 

I don't think the Federal government's providing the leadership in the way that helps this come together as a whole. 

How can the States be forced to come together and look for solutions as a whole? 

 

Future: Community-Centred Strategy and Participation 

We actually need a native fish strategy part two. And it needs to engage and inform the community. Let's just work 

with the locals and get that done. 

The sort of people we need to have around the table with us are almost emeritus people, who have been thinking 

about and operating in the basin for a long time. They’re more objective about a highly sensitive, highly political, 

hugely important part of Australia. It's problematic politically, ecologically, economically to try and come up with 

positive change, in a deliberative way that's going to pull it apart and put it back together again. You actually need 

people who aren't necessarily scientists. 

Getting the right people around the table to discuss where the key gaps are that make the most impact on the 

outcomes we want to collectively achieve. Then within that framing, maybe going out to the areas that are seen as 

priorities and saying to the community, well, this is what we think, is this correct? Or how would you build a project 

that could achieve that? Starting from there. 

Do we need an open book and start from the ground up, which is what many communities want? 

How can we leverage our community voice and power? During the big fish kill, where there was 33 million dead, I 

can't tell you how many interviews we did with big, strong, strapping farmers who were reduced to tears. You know, 

these are people who are not only grieving for the river, but their land, because they can't grow a damn thing on it. 

So, I say to those in government, people are not stupid, and you can only pull the wool over their eyes for so long 

before they start calling you out. And that's what happened. Voting for the entire western New South Wales switched 

from Nationals to Shooters and Fishers. That was a protest vote because they were sick of seeing the river die. So, 

communities and farmers do have a bit of power and leverage over the politicians. 

Future: Accountability, Systems and Transparency 

I'm a big fan of environmental management systems. There's no real system of accountability at the moment. There’s 

a lack of community engagement, community understanding and lack of reporting. 
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The measuring rules are designed for offtake, not keeping water in the river. So there almost needs to be another 

whole set of rules written that everyone can agree on about, how do you model or measure the use of environmental 

water. 

Maybe the reporting mechanisms from the MDBA to the government needs to be looked at (to encourage more 

integration across the whole basin and catchment). Are they adequately influencing the government and being able to 

then allow the government to provide leadership in this space? 

 

Future: Integration and Coordination Across Scales and Jurisdictions 

There's a lot to be done with coordinating rules, working through rules to make sure that things can be managed more 

in an integrated way. I'm not for having a true National Water Authority like Israel does, where they just do 

everything, because I don't think we'd ever agree. It would be too hard. A better approach is to get an integrated set 

of rules sorted out. 

There's space to look at potentially different models of delivery. Does it have to be a centralised focussed delivery 

model of science knowledge that's being created? Are they able to put that into specific nodes, that can create 

knowledge hubs, for example, in specific areas? There's definitely opportunities there to look at some key focus areas 

within the basin and what might be achievable at those more localised scales that can create, as a cumulative effort, 

broader basin scale benefits.  At the federal government level, there is so much crossover. 

At scale, we need to work on flows, connectivity in droughts, and fish passage. 

The Indonesians have a catchment-based approach to things, where engineers, operations people, researchers, fish 

people, water people, urban water people, are all situated in the same institution and they have to work together for 

the health of that catchment. And then that all rolls up into their National River health system. In Indonesia, each 

catchment has the same amount of resourcing. So, that's an example of how you could do it a bit differently. It breaks 

down that State-based border issue, because you've taken the governance away from the State, and put it in in the 

catchment itself. That's like the Catchment Management Authorities, Local Land Services, having far more say in river 

operations and connectivity than the State does. The state just says, well, you take care of it, and they devolved the 

responsibility down to the local level. It works quite well. The only thing is, where you've got a river basin agency that 

doesn't do its job very well, that particular catchment gets degraded, so there needs to be some level of compliance 

over it. 

 

Future: Governance and Institutional Reform 

A really challenging part of this Basin Plan is the governance and accountability for the State and Federal interaction. 

And in New South Wales at least, there's no NRM body that I think is capable of doing it. We need to work on this. 

Can we rethink how our own organisations are part of the problem here? We are we remaining complacent about our 

own limited operating spheres – water or land, or this geography or just research, or whatever? Why are we not 

challenging our own remits? Why are we staying too much within our own swim lanes and expecting everything else 

to change? If it’s too hard for us, why should we expect anyone else, including government, to do anything different?  

 

Future: Outcomes, Pragmatism and Learning 

It's not necessarily to design a research project - that's not what's going to get to the point of making a difference. 

Fish populations are pretty poor. Carp is a big problem. So, there is a question about, do we or don't we with the carp 

virus? I really want to explore it, but I would need to see the evidence. 
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Let’s talk about outcomes instead of water. So that's kind of flipping the narrative completely. 

Some collaboration (across stakeholders) is happening today, but it's at quite local, regional levels. How do you make 

that or encourage that to be the norm across the basin? We want more of it. We want it deeper and with reasonable 

time frames. Things take time – to revegetate, to get nutrient benefits etc. So, you've got to set reasonable 

expectations, the trajectory of expected improvement, and let people start to see improvements along the way. In 

some cases, governments can get in the way. 

You’ve got to be pragmatic about these things, and we've still got this blocked mindset about certain things. 

We should be looking at ways to optimise what we've got, so we can get the water where it needs to get to and when 

it gets there, the fish or the birds or whatever, can make the maximum use of it. Because now, we're just not quite 

nailing it. 

 

Future: Water Quality and Collaborative Demonstration 

The most pressing issue is water quality in each of the jurisdictions. How could we tackle that to improve the work 

quality, and bring the various parties in the jurisdictions together, so we could do it as a collaborative.  

If there was a bit of common funding to incentivise landowners and incentivise states, I think we could pull together a 

worthwhile demonstration effort of the collaboration and a demonstration of the positive effect of an outcome. 

 

Future: Alternative Funding, Partnerships and Private Investment 

In the past, we relied on federal government funding, but those buckets of money aren't there anymore. It's going to 

come down to seeking out and convincing the industries (who are downstream and the beneficiaries of good water 

quality) to invest their money upstream. 

We shouldn't discount the Public Private Partnership and external funding. So, we're in a space where I don't think 

only governments might fund these things. How do we leverage private investment and what the land holders, and 

the corporate businesses might be able to contribute? We don’t like taxes, but there's other ways to fund some of 

these things. Obviously, government's got to start it, but maybe they should explore alternative ways. 

We've seen Country Road invest in vegetation and things along riverbanks as part of a land care partnership. Other 

businesses could do similar. There's space and opportunity for more of that. 

The biggest opportunity to attract external investors is probably in riparian land management. So, whether it be 

carbon capture or meeting sustainability credentials or ESG reporting. Can water be included in sustainability 

frameworks or company reports for corporates? Now it's just emissions. 

Creating better business cases is important. The Port of Brisbane gets filled up with sediment. It costs them $20 odd 

million a year to dig that out. They'd much prefer to spend their money on planting trees. So, if you sum it all up, there 

are lots of ways you could see you could drive investment to demonstrate the amount of money those industries 

money would save by doing it. 

 

Future: Valuing Water, Ecology and Community Benefits 

If I put my environmental hat on, why should the environment be left to the side of the conversation, just picking up 

the dregs of what's left over, when the benefits of a restored, improved environment, create such huge benefits for 

community and liveability? How do we communicate that to decision makers to get that into their thinking? How do 

we communicate that into broader sectors where there is so much conflict about volumes of water being passed 

down through different stretches of the system?  
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It all comes down to the value of water, not just from an economic sense, but the social aspect of that as well, and the 

cultural aspect and creating that awareness, that water has multiple different values to different people. 

 

Future: Wellbeing, Climate and Nature-Based Renewal 

One Basin CRC have a billabong project (in planning stage), which is about indigenous kind of healing processes for 

land and for people. I personally think that concept has great potential. It needs passionate people to drive it locally in 

the right sites. But I do think that could be quite an important element to be added on if the regulation, or the 

legislation was more flexible. Now it's really rigid. 

There's opportunity to scale up nature-based solutions, catch-all approaches that create multiple benefits around 

biodiversity gains, carbon storage, habitat restoration, water quality, even water flow aspects where we have 

negotiations between landholders and water license holders and so on. 

We need to explore what environment water means, and then how that is transitioning into legislative frameworks, 

what that means for the basin plan implementation, with climate change, what that means for communities on the 

ground, for the liveability of different communities, for agriculture, for local economics, and industry. 

We need psychologists and psychiatrists writing these things, they need to read through the text of the basin plan and 

see what kind of harm is coming from the provisions of the plan? 

Local councils are frustrated that urban water for regional communities doesn't really feature in the Basin Plan, and I 

tend to agree with them. It's kind of one of those lost, forgotten things. In some of the fastest growth areas, they’ll run 

out of water soon. So, if we don't factor future urban water needs into the system, that's going to put more stress on 

water resources. If we don't think about it now, it's going to seriously bite us in twenty years’ time. 
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In your view, what does a truly aspirational future look like 
for integrated waterway and catchment management? 
 

Future: Strategic, Incremental, and Achievable Progress 

We need to think and move strategically. Take just one step and do that step, then another step, and another, and 

we're just going to keep them going. Make it achievable and show the wins, see the progress towards the bigger 

outcomes. Be clever about this. Wherever we go in the world, if you have a look at ecosystem restoration, the only 

way it really works in the long run is when you've got engaged stakeholders. That's the first and most important thing 

you've got to do. And the stakeholders here are little towns and little councils and industries and First Nations people. 

 

Future: From Aspirational Vision to Pragmatic, Ongoing Management 

I think we suffer too much from aspirational visions. I think the Basin Plan was an aspirational vision and now it's time 

to say, “We've done some heavy lifting. We’ve got to turn this into an ongoing, proper, pragmatic management 

framework for how we want this basin to be managed and delivered.” 

Have water recovery, then have a good governance framework that builds on local environmental objectives and 

delivery of those. That's where you can get the integration of use of environmental water and all the other things, 

including engagement of Traditional Owners and communities. That's where it happens. The framework as to be a 

prominent place for delivery and implementation. But then you've got to surround it with some Basin wide strategies 

with funding incentives and the governance and reasonable and realistic measures and timelines and get all of that 

right. I don't think it should all feel that difficult, but it will be. 

You could have schedules to the Murray-Darling Basin agreement - schedules on water trading, on salinity, and 

schedules on a range of key things. Now, when the States agree to bring a schedule in, they have to bring in legislation 

in each of their states. So, there’s common law, but they're going to have to get back to dealing with each other in a 

more mature way. That could give you the longevity (beyond electoral cycles) in that you've got agreed schedules to 

the Murray-Darling Basin, which have had to be legislated. It’s doable but I don’t think there’s the political will right 

now. It would need to be seen as a useful element that can work complementarity with the Commonwealth Water 

Act. 

Putting an integrated framework into a schedule for Murray-Darling Basin agreement with all the governments 

agreeing on how they'll do it. That's definitely aspirational - it's a good vision. 

 

Future: Engaged and Empowered Stakeholders 

There's some people who want to use all the water peaks, and they’re by law are allowed to. I'd love to see those 

peaks form a part of that natural, unregulated flow. I think it would be better for agriculture - they would have access 

to less but more certainty of what they can access. That's radical change. It's a cultural change. 

The Great Barrier Reef is kind of always seen as an entity. The whole reef is seen as an entity, whereas the Murray-

Darling Basin is not just because it crosses state boarders. I’d love to see us all refer to the Basin as one. 

 

Future: Integrated and Collaborative Governance 

The next step is not a “just add water” approach, but complementary measures. So riparian fencing, vegetation 

enhancement, pest and weed control, fish, pumps, connectivity, we need funding, but who is going to do it? It’s not 
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sexy stuff. It’s hard. This is where the gaps are. Can the department heads and politicians have genuine KPIs and be 

accountable? This would be huge. 

I’d like to see win-win thinking and action right around the basin that scales up to positive outcomes. It's about 

everyone getting something out of it that is important. That's the piece of integration that I like. And everyone puts a 

little bit in and gets the benefit. Real positive environmental outcomes from projects that provide a win-win for all 

stakeholders. 

 

Future: Win-Win Thinking and Shared Value Creation 

An attractive vision for government is to make some of the problems go away. A vision that has people support, to 

make it easier for them and to escalate up their agenda. If it's not something that's of direct value to them as 

politicians immediately, it needs a broad range of stakeholders all championing for it. That’s where you can often get 

change and attention to it. 

I do think the broader funding sources, such as partnership approaches, is something government are going to want to 

see. And in a sense, it needs to be almost coined that to get the benefit of the investment made so far, you have to do 

these things in the future too, because without it, we won’t have achieved the outcome. 

We must change the government mindset around being able to optimise what they've already done and invested in. 

Otherwise, they'll just have a lot of water that, in some cases, they really can't deliver. And if they do, they won't 

maximise the potential of it. And for that, we need to creatively identify things we can all get behind. We're going to 

have to step up if we want government to do these things, and we've got to be right there behind them to support 

them in it. 

 

Future: Funding Innovation and Optimising Existing Investments 

For broader funding, we’ve got to go to some of those businesses that do this type of thing. Some quite large 

corporate businesses that have an investment stream such as, The Nature Conservancy who receive funds to manage 

properties, and it’s us getting a better understanding of what ESG looks like for some of our corporate members and 

how we can create win-win actions around that. 

It’s not just about doing things better, but to acknowledge we've gone beyond the limits of what's sustainable. 

Number one, we need to agree collectively that we can’t operate outside of a sustainable envelope. 

An ideal outcome is if I'm never asked to sit on a fish kill panel ever again, because that means we've fundamentally 

improved the ecology of the river. 

 

 

Future: Cultural and Institutional Change 

It's almost like it needs a government-based approach to have everybody in the same room and be able to throw 

away the jurisdictional ego-driven thinking to look at the whole. Ninety percent of climate change driven disasters are 

water related, but we don't hear that message. As a group of societies, are we constantly battling to try and get water. 

The climate scientists seem to be communicating quite successfully, and there's a very good reason for that, they’ve 

got a united body in the IPCC. They put together their reports, and they get all the profile and impact that goes with 

that. Then you look across water, and you see about twenty different organisations, all doing very similar things, 

pushing their own barrow. We could bring these groups together. 

 



 

Dialogue Interview Report – November 2025 40 
 

Future: System Health, Connectivity, and Knowledge Integration 

Globally, the termination points of environments - the estuaries, terminal lagoons, etc. are the indicators of the 

broader health of those systems. So, if those terminal systems in poor health, it's indicative that the rest of the basin is 

in poor health - environmental health, social health, cultural health and other associated metrics. If those systems are 

in good health, then that suggests that decision making upstream is right, that the water quality, the flows, the 

cultural aspects are all in alignment. What that means is some visionary change around allocations, around water 

quality, and it's not an easy thing to do. 

We must be clear within the basin that it's okay not to have a common view and it's okay if we don't all agree. It's 

okay for us to have a completely autonomous narrative for us and to do what we want, and I can have different view 

to my neighbours downstream or my neighbours upstream of the river system. But time and again, the domineering 

elements of corporations, academics, institutions, people who propose to be better than us - it's very difficult. There's 

no alignment in that principle. 

Rather than ‘shared understanding’ or vision, I think about the core and the periphery. That’s really important to me. 

Multiple interests should sit together. Maybe they aren’t all shared, but they're connected to each other.  We have 

language and definitional differences. 

There's great opportunity. We’ve spent $3 billion buying water - biggest stake of water in the basin. The full value of 

that environmental water is not going to be realised unless we link that up with other catchment management needs, 

whether it be better riparian floodplain management, lifting constraints, removing barriers, carp control. We've done 

some of the water recovery that part's done, but now we're not getting the benefit that we envisage, because these 

other things are in the way. 

It’s the ability to get a high river down the system at the right time – that would be the ultimate. The system needs a 

good flush every now and then. 

If we could stop things getting worse than they are today, that would be a major achievement. 

I see this connected – a group has a bucket of money: we ask, what are you're looking to achieve, and how can we 

help with that? By embedding the end users up front, you understand where the decision points lie on the research 

timeline. So, it's not just a final report three years later. By understanding the decision points along the way, you 

design the work to create the best knowledge for those decision points.  At the end of that timeline, there are 

multiple outputs, and pathways for communication to ensure the end user has the benefit.  Importantly, we can 

communicate this to the general public, to State and Federal governments where the value also needs to be 

understood and recognised. And then hopefully scaled as a model for integration and value. 
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What would future progress look like?  What signposts, 
measures or indicators would you see? 
 

Future: Shared Accountability and Collective Outcomes 

Do any of the local councils, government agencies have agreed metrics in relation to waterways and fish? Or does the 

cotton industry have a metric in there? Somewhere in the system, there must be an agreement that what happens in 

the waterways and catchments and what’s my responsibility to make this work – not what am I doing per se, but what 

result am I responsible for delivering or creating. 

Success would probably be shared ownership of the current state of things - everyone recognises the role they play in 

the current situation. And following this is shared accountability for the resource and then shared accountability for 

doing your part to fix it up. If all of us don't recognise that the basin's in a bit of trouble AND that we all have a role to 

play in a sustainable future, we won't get there. If you're not part of the problem, you can't be part of the solution. 

From the First Nations perspective, if we get the environment balance right in the beginning, a lot of the real cultural 

outcomes will flow from that. 

If we get the Coorong Lakes and Murray Mouth into good environmental health, good social health, good cultural 

health, good economic health, that's an indicator that things have changed upstream, that the basin is working in 

harmonious way to achieve some shared goals. 

An indicator of a really integrated vision would be going to Goondiwindi and listening to farmer X; he finally 

understands that we don't need to put salt water in the river right up to Mildura just so he can grow his cotton. 

 

Future: Environmental Health and Ecosystem Recovery 

It's about the current state not getting worse. We’re at least maintaining where we are even in the trajectory of a 

drying climate. 

The only thing I want to see people measure themselves against the environmental objectives that have already been 

set. Don't hold them to anything else, because you're changing the goal posts. 

Visible evidence of the health of the river improving. 

I'd probably have positive and negative indicators: the negative indicators of fish kill events, black water events, 

chemical thresholds, all the bad things that happening in the catchments. The positive indicators would be, are the 

fish increasing? Are the birds increasing? Is agricultural production increasing? Is the quality of our agricultural 

production increasing? Are we growing more food with less water? Are we becoming more efficient? 

The modelling suggests we're going to have to do all with less water in the future. So, if you went 20 years down the 

track and said, we haven't had any negative indicators - no black water events and no fish kills then that's a great 

story, but we're not measuring that, because now there's a negative connotation tied to them, and the governments 

doesn't like talking about them or admitting them. But reductions in negative indicators are great positive news 

stories, as good as the fish coming back. They can all be either negative or positive, depending on how you spin them. 

There are obvious, tangible measures you would expect to see improvements in freshwater ecosystems and 

environmental recovery. There are things that can be measured in the lead up that, say threatened species of fish 

making recoveries are possible if we are able to link up better delivery of water onto floodplains, which means lifting 

constraints on floodplains etc. All these are measurable. 
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I'd see really lovely, well maintained, extended, riparian areas along key river systems. I'd see beneficial insects going 

and helping crops coming back, I'd see fish being able to move up and down rivers with a lot more freedom when 

there's water, not knowing that some rivers dry up, and when water goes back out onto the floodplain and comes 

back in, we don't see quite a significant kind of black water type events from high nutrient and high kind of organic 

matter, because it's better managed on the landscape. 

 

Future: Socio-Economic and Community Measures 

Apply the community engagement scale (1-5 rating) across the agencies as rated by the communities they’re there to 

listen to and serve. 

Include measures around the community involvement. That is, active local participation versus so called fly-in, fly-out 

workers. Measures around building up community knowledge and skills and employing locals in say fish monitoring or 

vegetation monitoring. Include other relevant socio-economic measures on our communities. 

There needs to be quite a bit more investment in the measurement and monitoring of the social and economic 

benefits - on paper and in modelling we can assume that if a farmer changes what they're doing on the land and takes 

this part of the land out of production, well we can put a value on the lost production of that. So that's the economic 

opportunity cost value. But it'd be good to have someone actually explore what the real benefits are, because that's 

going to be key to convincing people to adopt these practices at scale and overall, it makes economic sense to do it. 

Imagine if you could show a farmer (through measures and data), that if you set back 30 meters from your riverbank 

and we'll pay you $40,000 a year because that's the value of the nitrogen credit that you're going to get from that. 

You’d have a clear economic benefit from doing it, and a real incentive for farmers to maintain it and look after it into 

the future. 

I think the taking a market-based approach to some of these things, having really a much clearer understanding of 

measurable social and economic benefits that arise. 

It's a (social and economic benefits) research effort that you would need to be doing with a major set of interventions 

on ground. Taking a coordinated catchment approach is needed at scale. Modelling can tell you if you're going to do 

something, don't do it in these places, because it's a waste of money. These things are measurable, indicating what 

needs to be done, and the places that it needs to be done in. If I was a funding agency, I'd say, well, we're going to 

provide grants, but only for these kinds of activities in these kinds of places. But we don't have that sort of direction at 

the moment. 

I envisage a lot broader group of people working together rather than telling each other what to do or wanting 

something. I'd see projects having First Nations people involved and participating and have access that they haven't 

had before.  

I think a recognition of the environmental outcome, but also a recognition of the farming practices and the benefits 

that they are giving on the other side, I think so there'd be something about a recognition of that too, from both sides. 

 

 

Future: Governance, Frameworks, and Transparency 

In our local plans, can we include indicators of impact (such as, environmental, economic, social)? If we don’t report 

against outcomes in five years and what we’d expect in ten years how do, we know what’s working or not? We need 

to report up and aggregate – we don’t do that. It’s not consistent across localities and there aren’t consistent 

guidelines or a robust framework. These should all be in place. 
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Measures needs a lot of transparency and practical honesty around exactly that is going on and what’s possible within 

realistic timeframes. If you gild the lily and don’t deliver, you know full well you're going to have to live with that later 

and work out how to manage it. 

What about feedback loops, KPIs on recommendations and actions from government and authorities? There could be 

an annual survey. 

 

Future: Learning, Demonstration, and Mindset Shifts 

In terms of mindset changes, there's a very slow progress towards understanding the river needs to be balanced 

between environment, industry and social outcomes. 

Mindset changes: I think people are, with the increasing incidence of extreme flood events and the damage that's 

done to infrastructure and property, becoming aware that these issues that are beyond the control of individuals. 

What’s missing from that is there's still a reticence to believe that nature-based solutions can help with that, and 

there's still a big push to try and engineer our way out of those sorts of issues. That's a missed opportunity. If you're 

just going to say, well, if flood risk is a problem, we'll come up with an engineering solution, rather than look at 

tackling the problem at its source. 

When people show up with open minds and hearts, it produces something really quite different. 

The levers that would shift the ability of people acting differently is probably to learn from each other rather than 

being told what to do. On the farming side, they learn better from each other, so they need someone else to show 

them what they've done and why they've done it and how it's been very beneficial. It's by demonstrating it, that it’s so 

powerful. 

So, first, you go get runs on the board, indicators of progress. Then you've got to be able to have a system behind it to 

kind of get more players acting. You've got to do that in complex but small enough scale, but bring people to that too, 

so that they can tell that story. Then you've got to have the mechanism to help fund and support that when the 

interest is being generated. 

It really is about us having the capacity to live and breathe in each other’s shoes. And when that occurs, then maybe 

we might have made the first step. 

 

Future: Funding and Corporate Contributions 

Funding that is coming from corporates and community. Now, our organisation has funding sponsorship from a 

corporate retailer. So, you go into their store, one out of ten times they'll ask you, would you like to donate to the 

waterway fish habitat? And that's where we get a lot of our funding from. This is measurable and we could all do more 

of this sort of thing. 

In many cases, for corporates who have ESG or foundation or community KPIs – we can help each other out. We need 

to promote this idea more as a whole. 

 

Future: Systemic and Place-Based Indicators 

I believe that States should be responsible for licensing and compliance. I don't think it is appropriate for the 

Commonwealth to do that. In fact, I'd like to see the Commonwealth get out of some of the regulatory stuff and focus 

on integrated catchment management. Some of the stuff that the Commonwealth have been doing, particularly to 

irrigation infrastructure operators, they're getting their hands tied behind their backs. 
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The measures need to consider the whole and be taken in context across the Basin, otherwise they can be very 

misleading. For example, there might be a lot of water flow on crops so the productivity measures and numbers look 

good there, but the consequences of that might be social or environmental issues as a result. How do we look at the 

measures as a whole system, based on the collective outcomes we’re looking for, not just isolated incidents?  

It's a (social and economic benefits) research effort that you would need to be doing with a major set of interventions 

on ground. Taking a coordinated catchment approach is needed at scale. Modelling can tell you if you're going to do 

something, don't do it in these places, because it's a waste of money. Modelling indicates what needs to be done, and 

in the places that it needs to be done. If I was a funding agency, I'd say, well, we're going to provide grants, but only 

for these kinds of activities in these kinds of places. But we don't have that sort of direction now. 
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What else is important to consider about the future? 
 

Future: Pragmatic Pathways and Strategic Priorities 

The key thing is, don't make it too hard for governments. Yes, paint them a pathway, and just don't make it too hard. 

I do think we have to be conscious of how we prioritise for government. There are so many things we could do, but 

what are the early wins and the longer-term things that will take longer to realise. 

Don't give up on this. It's really important. It will take money, and importantly it will take time. Things can’t be 

repaired overnight, so how to show progress and keep energy and inspiration when people are fatigued. 

 

Future: Collaboration, Equity, and Shared Purpose 

There is a tension between the privatisation of the benefits and the democratisation and socialisation and the costs. 

That reality is still very much alive and well in certain parts of the basin. I think there’s an important principle of equity 

and social justice. 

Everyone's got their own agenda or their own idea or solution to water. They can’t all be right, even if they think their 

idea is the best. How do we put our personal views aside and genuinely work collaboratively?  Everyone's got an 

opinion, and people will discount other people's views because they think they're personally right and assume others 

are wrong. How would that change the way that they approach the discussion? We don’t ever do that. 

We always think we're so right about our view on river management that we're not accepting of other people's views. 

We don't care about or understand each other's perspectives. And I see that everywhere. It doesn't matter where or 

who I talk to they're 100% right and you can't shift them. 

 

Future: Creative Renewal 

As water gets scarcer, bringing people together to creatively generate different approaches to these challenges is 

going to be vital. If you can achieve that, you’ll probably achieve quite a bit. It might be about determining the 

hierarchy of criteria for decision-making. If we don’t do anything different it might be about who loses first, who loses 

most? 

The legislation is written by lawyers. It's not written by visionaries. What can we do here? 

If what we're doing now is not working, tinkering around the edges of it's probably not going to make an enormous 

difference. So, what would it look like if we could create a space for people to play a little bit creatively, to drop our 

own positions on this right now and think it through if I played a different role? If we started from scratch and said, 

what could I do? What could we do together? What could it look like in a new way? You can’t predict the ideas that 

will emerge, but if you've got the right people in the right space, thinking about it in a different way, then there's a 

good chance there will be some fresh ideas to consider. 

Never in my years at university, was I taught to think that way (creatively) at all. It was almost like university was 

learned helplessness, trained to think that there's nothing else that could be done. 

 

Future: Stewardship and the Triple Bottom Line 
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The triple bottom line - that would be really helpful to get organisations thinking more about in the context of water 

and catchments, so perhaps if they do water stewardship, they might have less regulation or something as an 

incentive to do the right thing. 

There’s lots of rules over the years. Do we need to understand and align these better? 

We don't really use recycled water efficiently in this country. We talk about recycling. People take water off buildings 

all the time, but we're not serious about it for town water supply. But we might have to get serious about it, because 

we're going to have to find other ways of making more water rather than cutting back everybody's use. 

It's really hard to scale if it’s too high level. To bring people along in the journey, they need to recognise their own 

input. That means coming up with some really targeted and smart kind of demonstrations that are not single lever 

solutions but have multiple levers to show the complexity and so that everyone can see a bit of their own passion and 

interest. It needs to really tick all the boxes to be win-win. 

The Murray-Darling was a Kakadu; we just messed it up. 
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Looking ahead, what do you personally have passion and 
energy for? 
 

Future: Caring for Country and Water 

I like the whole thing. I like that it's complex. That's why I suppose I've stuck with water in the environment for such a 

long time. It's just fascinating and it's really important. There are a lot of opportunities to make it better. 

Fish! 

I’ve always been passionate about fishing. My journey was about fishing but what I've realised later on, it's not just 

the fish. It's the time I'm having at the time on the river with my mates or my family. 

For me, it was always about looking after country too. 

I really like water. I'm accountable to the state of Victoria. But also, I'm very accountable to my people. And so, what 

drives me is that I work for my people. I'm a soldier for my people, an advocate for my people. I live on country. I work 

on country; I follow the protocol of my people. 

 

Future: Creating Real Impact and Outcomes 

It's probably now about maximising the use of the water we already have for the environment; if we don't deal with 

the constraints, if we don't get integrated management happening, that water is nowhere near as useful as what it 

could be. I think we've got enough water, but if we're not maximising it, you might as well have half the water, and I 

don't want that to happen. 

Rather than water volumes, I think getting a really clear list of outcomes that you can work towards is something that I 

would absolutely get involved in. Then our members on the ground would absolutely get involved in how we would 

demonstrate achieving those things. But I think a lot of that comes from setting clear environmental outcomes we 

want at the higher level that we can then work towards. We want to see win-wins for all stakeholders. Win-win is 

going to be our key criteria. 

We've seen the baseline constantly shift in the wrong direction, and I'd love to end my career, like the next 15 to 20 

years, seeing the baseline go the other way. That's what drives me every single day. 

I would love to see a large-scale trial being done – for government just to say, “All right, you guys have talked this up. 

Let’s go.’ The tools we’ve developed allow us to run a process. to get people together. They allow us to look at 

different scenarios. That's what's needed. You need to be able to get people sitting around and agreeing on the 

master plan, and that we're going to fund this - here's the money over the next 10 years, and we've got a workforce 

ready, and off you go. We’ve been close to nailing it. 

 

Future: Working Together for Win-Wins 

I love what I do. I thrive on being at the front of the bell curve. Nothing's ever boring. The community are the drivers. 

Working with all the groups, listening, connecting, empowering and bringing them along with you. 

I feel quite passionate about us being able to go in and start managing at headwater scale, working with TOs, working 

with farmers, working with others to, you know, a smaller scale first, but with the ability to scale up into something 

really meaningful. 
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For me, it's about seeing an impact, across multiple scales, across multiple end users. I'm keen for First Nations 

community led bodies of work. I see that as being a real opportunity to leverage what we've been doing down here at 

the bottom of the basin to apply across multiple locations and scales across Australia, not just within the Basin. I think 

if there's an opportunity to create a locally led focus, then that's going to create some big wins to share and 

potentially scale. 

 

Future: Leading with Courage and Purpose 

I don't know that I've got the enthusiasm to do it all again. It's really interesting having to support such a thing but I 

don't know that I will particularly be that much involved. 

For me, it’s probably to continue to try and shine a light on some of the areas where we can find a pathway through 

this and for governments in particular, where they can have their cake and too. So, they're looking to try and achieve 

ecological outcome on the one hand, and they genuinely want the ecological outcome, but they want it with this little 

disruption as possible to the economic base and they don't want to piss off landholders who don't want their fences 

away from the waterway. So, you know, I feel there's a really important role for continuing to kind of highlight where 

two things can't always be true at the same time. 

What can we do to help government be more courageous? This comes back to the fatigue issue. One of the 

challenges, whether it's local or state government or living in a regional community, is that you can't please everyone 

all the time. So, it's really difficult for those people in the middle - they're stuck between a rock and hard place and it’s 

tiring. This fatigue can affect their ability to actually take a strong position on things, where they might otherwise have 

had one. It’s sort of a self-protection measure.   
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