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The Social and Economic Impacts of the Basin Plan Local Government Data 
Collection Project has been a joint project by the Murray Darling Association funded 
by and in collaboration with the Murray Darling Basin Authority.
We look forward to continuing to work together for balanced management of our 
basin resources to deliver social, economic and environmental sustainability.
“It’s in the Balance”

Emma Bradbury 
Chief Executive Officer
Murray Darling Association
2015
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Introduction 
Executive Summary 

In 2014 the Murray Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) partnered with the Murray Darling 
Association (MDA) in a joint project focused on collecting and assessing the 
suitability of information available from local government organisations within the 
Basin to assist the MDBA to analyse the trends and drivers of economic change over 
time as the Basin Plan is implemented.

One of the ongoing obligations of the Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) in 
implementing the Basin Plan is to monitor and evaluate the social, economic and 
environmental impacts of Murray–Darling Basin water reforms. To do this, the MDBA 
needs to understand what social and economic changes are being driven by the 
water reforms and what changes are being driven by other factors.

To better understand the impacts on local communities, the MDBA identified that 
access to area specific, current information - such as is often held by local councils
may help to develop that understanding. 

With its focus and history in providing a forum for local government and community 
participation in Basin related matters, the Murray Darling Association is uniquely 
placed to partner with the MDBA to assist in the collection of information from local 
government organisations. 

It is important to note that this project was designed to collect and assess the 
suitability of information available from local government organisations, and is not to 
measure and understand change brought about by the Basin Plan. Surveys 
designed to measure and understand change or to measure a trend are far more 
complex in design and scope than this project. Such further work may be of value as 
a result of this project.

This project has shown that local government collects and utilises a great deal of 
information that is valuable to the ongoing monitoring and evaluation work of the 
MDBA. It is important that this information is valued and understood by the authority 
in order to promote the use and management of the Basin water resources in a way 
that optimises economic, social and environmental outcomes. 

The project also found that the focus of local government’s core business is not 
always directly aligned to water management issues. Accordingly, much of the 
data collected, while valuable, is not immediately suitable to inform the authority in 
the most efficient manner.

It is therefore a key recommendation of this report that further work be undertaken 
to develop resources that will assist both local government and the Murray Darling 
Basin Authority to access and share information that will assist in the ongoing 
monitoring and evaluation of social and economic impacts of the Basin Plan, felt at 
the local level. 

2



The Murray Darling Association 

The Murray Darling Association (MDA) is a peak body representing local
government, incorporating the views of community groups, businesses, individuals 
and agencies across the Murray-Darling Basin since 1944. The MDA provides a focus 
for local government and community participation in Basin-related matters as they 
impact on our local communities. The MDA has 12 Regions covering four states 
across the basin with regions associated as communities of interest.

The MDA formed in 1944 (as the Murray Valley Development League), with the 
objective of providing sufficient water supplies and hydro-electricity to support 
sustainable production in agriculture, business and industry across the basin. Since 
that time the MDA has continued to engage with stakeholders across the 
community and at all levels of government within the Basin to achieve better 
decisions and outcomes in relation to the management of water and other Basin 
resources.

The Murray Darling Basin Authority 
The Murray–Darling Basin Authority is an independent Authority responsible for 
implementing the Basin Plan. One of the ongoing obligations of the Murray–Darling 
Basin Authority (MDBA) in implementing the Basin Plan is to monitor and evaluate the 
social, economic and environmental impacts of Murray–Darling Basin water reforms.

Communities and industries are constantly changing, and so understanding what is 
causing the change is complex. The MDBA recognises that in order to be able to 
evaluate the social and economic outcomes of the Basin Plan it is necessary to 
tease out the influence of other factors that also cause change. The first step in 
doing that is to understand the base-line data. This project enables the MDBA to 
identify and assess the suitability of information available from local government 
organisations within the Basin to assist with the analysis of the trends and drivers of 
economic change over time as the Basin Plan is implemented.

Memorandum of Understanding 
In December 2013 the MDA and MDBA entered into a Memorandum of 
Understanding (Appendix 1). This was in recognition of the benefits of establishing a 
strategic alliance for the overall benefit of the Murray-Darling Basin and the
communities dependent on the Basin’s resources.

 
Importance of local government information 
One of the important obligations for the MDBA in implementing the Basin Plan is to 
monitor and respond to the social and economic impacts of the water reforms. To 
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do this, it is important that information from a range of sources is sourced and 
understood.

Local government is the level of government that engages most directly with its 
community, and the MDBA identified that local government may hold information 
that directly illustrates the impacts of the implementation of the basin plan. 

We recognise that local government, as the level of government most directly 
engaged with services delivery may not necessarily track all such information. Water 
and natural resource management does not fall into local government core 
business, service delivery, or in many cases into local government advocacy 
partnerships. However, the impacts of the implementation of the Basin Plan are most 
directly experienced at the local level.

We also recognise that there is considerable valuable work done and information 
collected by our member councils across the basin that may ultimately assist the 
MDBA to manage the Basin water resources in a way that optimises economic; 
social and environmental outcomes. The MDBA identified the MDA as well placed to 
seek help from local government organisations in the basin to get a better 
understanding of trends and drivers of social and economic change in their local 
area. This work complements the information being gathered and analysed by the 
MDBA’s monitoring and evaluation program.

We felt that a survey was an ideal way to engage with local government 
organisations across the basin to capture a snapshot of the types of information 
available through local government in a way that would not add to the burden of 
partner organisations. The survey focused on identifying and capturing existing 
data, rather than seeking specific inputs. 

This project is a partnership initiative between the MDA and the MDBA to engage 
with local government to collect and assess the suitability of information available 
from local government organisations within the Basin to assist the MDBA to analyse 
the trends and drivers of economic change over time as the Basin Plan is 
implemented, and to identify any gaps in the available data sources.

Method 
Resources 
To ensure compatibility with the MDBA’s Evaluation Framework, staff from the 
MDBA’s Social and Economic Integration Section worked in partnership with the 
MDA on the survey design.  The MDA then engaged with all councils across the 
basin, inviting all member councils to participate in the survey. An electronic link to 
the online survey was emailed to all MDA member councils.

Several councils also requested .pdf and hard copies of the survey to assist with 
collaboration within their organisations.  These were provided.
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The survey responses were accessible by both the MDBA’s Social and Economic 
Integration Section and the MDA project management team.

The assessment of the suitability of the material is the role of the MDBA’s Social and 
Economic Integration Section. Any further analysis of content will also sit with the 
MDBA and may form the basis of further work beyond the scope of this project.  

 
Survey design and testing 

The survey (Appendix 2) was designed to ask local government organisations to 
provide information that they already collect, which could inform the MDBA’s social 
and economic work. This included information on: 

• broad economic drivers and primary uses of water
• economic and business information, including

o commissioned research on the social and economic impacts of the
Basin Plan;

o the number and types of development approvals
o business start-up and closure numbers
o local business confidence surveys
o retail activity surveys

• community structure, tourism, cultural and wellbeing information, including
o health and wellbeing plans
o community confidence/wellbeing surveys
o tourism surveys and visitation statistics
o Aboriginal cultural heritage studies or surveys

• other information about local trends and drivers of economic and social 
change attributable to the Basin Plan.

The survey was designed using the online survey provider Polldaddy, which has more 
capability than other online survey providers such as Survey monkey, and allows for 
respondents to upload documents. The survey was tested by local government 
representatives and the MDBA communication team, and the MDA/MDBA project 
team prior to being distributed to MDA members.

 
Survey delivery 

A letter co-authored by the MDA and MDBA (Appendix 3) was sent out via email to 
all members and non-members of the Murray Darling Association, explaining the 
purpose of the survey and inviting councils to participate.  Two weeks later a link to 
the online survey was emailed to all councils and organisations within the Murray-
Darling Basin who are members of the Murray Darling Association. Non-members 
were encouraged to join the MDA in order to participate in the survey. A follow-up 
reminder to complete the survey was sent out prior to the closing date, and then a 
further submission date extension was given to respondents.
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Some councils requested to receive the survey in hard copy in order for them to 
distribute the questions to different departments for response.

Response collection/collation of results 

The online responses were collected through Polldaddy, with uploaded reports 
saved to a secure MDBA file directory. Both hard copy and emailed responses were 
collected and collated by MDA and MDBA staff.

Results and Analysis 
Survey responses 
There were 32 responses to the survey, 
with councils responding directly to the 
online survey, as well as by email and 
letter (Figure 2). There were responses 
from all MDB states, and from Murray 
Darling Association Regions 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 
8, 9, 10 and 12. This represents a response 
rate of 35% of Murray Darling Association 
members, and represents many of the 
areas that have a direct interest in Basin 
Plan implementation.

The major economic drivers for councils 
were listed as agriculture (26%), tourism 
(21%), business and industry (18%), 
manufacturing (9%) and mining (9%).

 

Figure 1: Murray-Darling Basin Local Governments and survey responses

 
Submitted reports 

The reports provided by councils are summarised in Table 1. Some councils also 
responded to these questions with small word documents that summarised some of 
the key issues for their local government rather than being an official commissioned 
report. Only four councils indicated that they had specifically commissioned 
research on the social and economic impacts of the Basin Plan on their community, 
with 61% of respondents indicating that they had not undertaken this type of 
research. A large proportion of respondents indicated that they either did not have 
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the information or reports requested or did not have the time or resources to supply 
the information requested in the survey.

A number of commissioned reports were submitted in response to the survey. The 
reports submitted can be broadly categorised into the following types.

Report type Number 
provided

Social and economic impacts of the Basin Plan on your 
community

4

Business development approvals 5
Residential development approvals 4
Business start-up/closure 3
Local business confidence 5
Local business retail activity 2
Municipal health and wellbeing 9
Local tourism business 4
Tourism/visitation 3
Aboriginal cultural heritage 1
Community confidence/wellbeing 6
Other relevant information/documents 5

It is possible to infer from the survey responses, reports and other information 
provided through the survey that while much of the information collected by 
councils may be important in helping to understand some of the social and 
economic impacts of the Basin Plan, there is a misalignment between the much of 
the data utilised by local government in understanding the impact of the Basin Plan 
on their local communities, and the indicators currently sought by the MDBA.

For example, while significant investment in rural communities is being delivered 
across the basin through such projects as the Sustainable Rural Water Use and 
Infrastructure Program (http://www.environment.gov.au/topics/water/rural-water) managed by the 
Department of Environment; and the South Australia River Murray Sustainability 
Program (http://www.pir.sa.gov.au/sarms-iiip) managed by the South Australian Government, 
none of the responses from councils indicated that they were aware of the level of 
investment in their communities, or any changes observed due to this investment. 

This finding further supports a point made in the MDA’s submission of August 2014 to 
the Review of the Water Act 2007

It is a common complaint of local government, irrigators and indeed stakeholders across the breath of 
the water resource management sector that the number and diversity of agencies tasked with delivering 
upon the objectives of the Basin Plan has resulted in a sector that is perceived as complex and 
unwieldy. 
The level of complexity in the sector has resulted in difficulty for both agencies and authorities to deliver 
effective marketing, messaging and communications.

Murray Darling Association Inc, 2014.
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In addition, only one report provided in relation to tourism and visitation directly 
linked tourism outcomes with additional water being delivered to rivers and 
wetlands through environmental flows.  However we are aware from other sources 
(RAMROC anors) that many councils feel the impacts of the basin plan on visitation 
numbers and product offering reliability very directly. A watering event in 2014 had 
a very direct adverse social and economic impact on local communities in Regions 
2 and 3, and yet this information was not strongly reflected in the survey responses 
received.

Open ended responses 

The questions at the end of the survey invited respondents to provide written 
responses to three questions. Eighteen councils responded to Q 38 (What do you 
believe have been the significant changes to your local community due to the Basin 
Plan?), 14 responded to Q 39 (Why do you think these changes are linked to the 
Basin Plan?), and seven responded to Q 40 (Are there any other indicators not 
already identified in the survey that you use to assess changes in your local 
community?).

Less than 20% of the respondents to the survey indicated that there had been no 
change perceived within their local community. One response, from an progressive 
member council in the Riverlands indicated that there was increased confidence 
being reflected in tourism opportunities for both locals and visitors, as well as in local 
businesses. The evidence provided for this response in Q 39 was that the Basin Plan 
provided a catalyst for changes in confidence, in terms of seeing that some action 
was taking place.

However, the majority of respondents to Q38 indicated that changes due to the 
Basin Plan had been negative. The respondents referred to loss of social and 
recreational opportunities for locals and visitors, uncertainty about future investment 
in agriculture due to changes in water availability, population decline and migration 
out of areas, a slowing real estate market and business development and changes 
in employment away from the agricultural sector. 

Respondents also talked about a lack of understanding of the issues associated with 
water delivery, the impacts of higher water prices, reduced regional wealth and 
investment uncertainty. The evidence provided in Q39 to support these claims 
included the transfer of water to the environment, observed changes coincided 
with the Basin Plan, the dependence of communities on irrigated agriculture and 
related industries and the reduction in available water. One council referred to work 
that they had commissioned in support of their claim of the negative impacts of the 
Basin Plan.

There were two responses to Question 40 that provided suggestions of indicators. 
These included water trading, drought, commodity prices, age demographics, 
climate change, the global financial crisis, and farm incomes.
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Conclusion 

The survey was undertaken to collect and assess the suitability of information 
available from local government organisations within the Basin to assist the MDBA to 
analyse the trends and drivers of economic change over time as the Basin Plan is 
implemented.

The response rate to the survey was sound, but not overwhelming, and may be a 
reflection of the levels of concern in relation to the Basin Plan. Councils on major 
rivers in the Basin were more likely to respond. 

It may also be consistent with the limited scope and budget allocated to undertake 
the survey, as well as the capacity of councils to respond. 

Encouragingly, 57% percent of respondents indicated that they would be willing to 
participate in further surveys. Some councils found the online survey to be lengthy 
and difficult to complete and requested that it be send out in hard copy.

Councils appear to collect and hold information in relation to a range of social and 
economic factors, as well as developing strategic plans in relation to economic 
development, community health and tourism. 

Recommendations 

1. That the MDBA recognises the importance of continuing to engage with local 
government to better understand the impacts of the implementation of the 
basin plan and how these are experienced at the local level.

2. That the MDBA provides a report assessing the suitability of information 
available from local government organisations within the Basin to assist the 
MDBA to analyse the trends and drivers of economic change over time as the 
Basin Plan is implemented, and any other findings based on their analysis of 
the information gathered in the survey.

3. That the MDBA and the Murray Darling Association undertake a further 
collaborative project to identify the most effective means of gathering and 
monitoring information to assist the monitoring and evaluation work of the 
MDBA.

4. That the MDBA and the Murray Darling Association collaborate to develop a
range of resources that will assist both local government and the Murray 
Darling Basin Authority to access and share information that will assist in the 
ongoing monitoring and evaluation of social and economic impacts of the 
Basin Plan, felt at the local level. 
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5. That the MDBA provides a report identifying the work undertaken to date on 
social and economic impacts, and how that work has assisted the authority 
to promote the use and management of the Basin water resources in a way 
that optimises economic, social and environmental outcomes.

6. That the MDBA and the MDA collaborate to establish a steering committee to 
a. provide continuing leadership and collaboration on strategies to 

promote the use and management of the Basin water in a way that 
optimises social, economic and environmental outcomes, and

b. Develop and implement a monitoring, evaluation and reporting 
framework to assess the performance of actions undertaken by the 
MDBA to promote the use and management of the Basin water 
resources in a way that optimises economic and social outcomes.

Appendices 
Appendix 1 – MDA MDBA Memorandum of Understanding

Appendix 2 – Survey instrument

Appendix 3 – Cover letter
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Q.1

Q.2

Title First Name Last Name 

Q.3

Q.4

Organisation Name *

Contact person for this survey *

Job title or position in the organisation *

Email address *

Appendix 2
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Address Line 1 

Address Line 2 

City State 

Zip Code 

Q.5

Q.6

Q.7

Address for correspondence *

Contact telephone number *

 

Please provide the web address for your council's webpage *

Page HeadingPage Heading
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Q.8

Q.9

Q.10

Q.11

Section 2 -  Your localSection 2 -  Your local

government areagovernment area

What is the total population in your municipality? *

Number of council staff (FTEs)

0

Geographic area

What is the size of your shire? Approx. sq klm

Economic drivers *

What are the key economic drivers for your region? Select as many as may apply.

 Tourism

 Agriculture

 Business and industry

 Manufacturing

 Mining

Other:  

Please help us understand why you selected this answer 
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Q.12

Q.13

Water supply *

What is the main water source for the majority of your urban and agricultural water?

Water use *

What are the primary water uses in your region? Select as many as may apply.

 Agriculture

 Urban/domestic

 Manufacturing

 Mining

Other:  

Please help us understand why you selected this answer 
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Q.14

Q.15

Q.16

Section 3 -  Economic andSection 3 -  Economic and

Business InformationBusiness Information

This section will tell us about the work that has already been done in your council area, and

will enable us to utilize existing data.

The information you provide may be in the form of regular surveys, summary reports or

documents that your council already generates, or one-off reports/consultancies or surveys.

Important - we do not expect you to collect any new information, but simply to provide existing

information that you already have.

Has your council commissioned any research on the social and

economic impacts of the Basin Plan on your community? *

Other:  

If you answered Yes to Q14, please upload research report(s) on

the social and economic impacts of the Basin Plan on your community

If available for multiple years, please attach all

No file selectedChoose File

Can your council provide the following information for some or

all of the last 5 years: business development approvals? *

Other:  
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Q.17

Q.18

Q.19

Q.20

Q.21

If you answered Yes to Q16, please upload busines development

approval document(s)

If available for multiple years, please attach all

No file selectedChoose File

Can your council provide the following information for some or

all of the the last 5 years: residential development approvals? *

Other:  

If you answered Yes to Q18, please upload residential approval

document(s)

If available for multiple years, please attach all

No file selectedChoose File

Can your council provide the following information for some or

all of the the last 5 years: business start-up and closure numbers? *

Other:  

If you answered Yes to Q20, please upload business start-

up/closure document(s)

If available for multiple years, please attach all

No file selectedChoose File
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Q.22

Q.23

Q.24

Q.25

Can your council provide the following information for some or

all of the the last 5 years: local business confidence surveys? *

Other:  

If you answered Yes to Q22, please upload local business

confidence survey document(s)

If available for multiple years, please attach all

No file selectedChoose File

Can your council provide the following information for some or

all of the the last 5 years: retail activity surveys? *

Other:  

If you answered Yes to Q24, please upload local business retail

activity survey document(s)

If available for multiple years, please attach all

No file selectedChoose File
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Q.26

Q.27

Q.28

Section 4 -  CommunitySection 4 -  Community

structure, Tourism, Cultural andstructure, Tourism, Cultural and

Wellbeing InformationWellbeing Information

This section will tell us about the work that has already been done in your council area, and

will enable us to utilize existing data.

The information you provide may be in the form of regular surveys, summary reports or

documents that your council already generates, or one-off reports/consultancies or surveys.

Important - we do not expect you to collect any new information, but simply to provide existing

information that you already have.

Can your council provide the following information for some or

all of the last 5 years: Municipal Health and Wellbeing Plan? *

Other:  

If you answered Yes to Q26, please upload municipal health and

wellbeing document(s)

If available for multiple years, please attach all

No file selectedChoose File

Can your council provide the following information for some or

all of the last 5 years: Local tourism business surveys of use of areas

around rivers, lakes and wetlands (eg. fishing, boating, ecotourism

businesses)? *

Other:  
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Q.29

Q.30

Q.31

Q.32

Q.33

If you answered Yes to Q28, please upload local tourism

business survey document(s)

If available for multiple years, please attach all

No file selectedChoose File

Can your council provide the following information for some or

all of the last 5 years: Tourism/Visitation surveys or statistics indicating

use of areas around rivers, lakes and wetlands? *

Other:  

If you answered yes to Q30, please upload tourism/visitation

document(s)

If available for multiple years, please attach all

No file selectedChoose File

Can your council provide the following information for some or

all of the last 5 years: Aboriginal cultural heritage studies or surveys

related to rivers, lakes and wetlands? *

Other:  

If you answered Yes to Q32, please upload aboriginal cultural

heritage survey document(s)

If available for multiple years, please attach all

No file selectedChoose File
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Q.34

Q.35

Can your council provide the following information for some or

all of the last 5 years: community confidence/wellbeing surveys? *

Other:  

If you answered Yes to Q34, please upload community

confidence/wellbeing document(s)

If available for multiple years, please attach all

No file selectedChoose File
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Q.36

Q.37

Section 5 -  Other informationSection 5 -  Other information

Is there any other information, reports or surveys that your

council considers relevant to this survey? *

Other:  

If you answered Yes to Q36, please upload other relevant

information/document(s)

If available for multiple years, please attach all

No file selectedChoose File
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Q.38

Q.39

Q.40

Section 4 -  Other commentsSection 4 -  Other comments

We would appreciate if you could respond to the following questions.

What do you believe have been the significant changes to your

local community due to the Basin Plan?

Why do you think these changes are linked to the Basin Plan?

Are there any other indicators not already identified in the

survey that you use to assess changes in your local community?
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Q.41

Q.42

Q.43

Would these indicators be useful to assess changes due to the

Basin Plan?

Other:  

Do you have any suggestions for future surveys?

Would your council be willing to participate in this survey on an

annual basis? *

If no, is it due to 
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THANK YOU FOR YOURTHANK YOU FOR YOUR

PARTICIPATIONPARTICIPATION
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Mr Peter Smith
Chief Executive Officer
Adelaide City Council
GPO 2252
Adelaide SA 5001

Dear Mr Smith

We are seeking your input on your community and the Basin Plan water reforms

The Murray-Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) and the Murray Darling Association (MDA)
have partnered to engage local government authorities across the Basin to better
understand what social and economic changes are occurring at the local level.

One of the ongoing obligations of the MDBA in implementing the Basin Plan is to monitor
and evaluate the social, economic and environmental impacts of Basin Plan water
reforms.

We recognise that local government authorities are well informed about the social and
economic trends occurring in their communities. To better understand the impacts of
Basin Plan water reforms on local communities we are seeking your assistance to identify
and evaluate what is occurring at a local level.

We invite your council to provide information to the MDA (for example reports,
consultancies or spreadsheets), which will be collated and forwarded to the MDBA for
analysis. The results will help to inform and complement other evaluation work being
undertaken by the MDBA to better understand the impacts of the Basin Plan water
reforms.

The type of information we will be interested in includes
• the current economic and social structure and characteristics of your community
• strategic planning documents
• the number and types of development approvals
• new business start-up or business closures
• indices or surveys of local business and community confidence and
• information on tourism or recreation around waterways and wetlands

Your council may be able to provide some or all of this information, or may have other
indicators that you feel are important for us to be aware of. Importantly, we are not asking
your council to undertake any new work or information gathering, but to provide existing
information.

In the coming weeks, we will send all MDA member councils a link to an electronic survey
that will assist you in providing a range of information in a way that best suits your
organisation. In the meantime, we welcome any feedback or input your council may have
as we finalise the survey format.

This project is seeking to build on and complement other work already undertaken by the
MDBA and others, to better understand the impacts of the Basin Plan water reforms. The

Appendix 3

SAMPLE COPY
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Basin Plan evaluation framework (http://www.mdba.gov.au/sites/default/files/Evaluation-
Framework-final.pdf) details how the MDBA intends to evaluate the implementation and
effectiveness of the Basin Plan water reforms.

If you would like us to liaise with a particular person at your council, please forward their
contact details to Linda Deans at admin@mda.asn.au.

Should you require any further information in relation to this project, please contact Ms
Emma Bradbury at the MDA on 03 5480 3805 or email ceo@mda.asn.au.

Yours sincerely

David Galeano Cr Greg Toll
General Manager National President
Social and Economic Analysis MDA
MDBA

18 November 2014

In 2014 the MDBA and the Murray Darling Association signed a Memorandum of
Understanding, recognising the Murray Darling Association’s 70-year history and
important role of representing local government throughout the Murray–Darling 
Basin.
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