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Chapter 4: The Murray-Darling Basin Agreement
TRANSCRIPT:
At the turn of the 20th century, Australia was in a state of flux.  Fresh from Federation but still deep in the drought that shared its name, the new country had to navigate not only a challenging environmental situation, but a fraught political one – just who had the responsibility of responding to this crisis?  
Federation might have created a nation, but it was not an overnight fix to a system of states with competing demands, economic interests and environmental needs.  At the heart of the issue was the complex relationship between New South Wales, Victoria and South Australia – and crucially, the lack of an agreement between them governing the use of water in the Murray-Darling Basin.  In particular, South Australia found itself in a difficult position. Not only were New South Wales and Victoria more economically powerful, but both lay upstream in this great river system and had a great deal of control over the flow of the Murray – the only major river in South Australia – before it entered the state near Renmark. At the end of the line, South Australia was vulnerable.  Compounding this difficult position, the so-called “crow eaters” were also saddled with the driest climate of the three, so arguably had the greatest need for water from the river system.  
For its part, Victoria had irrigated considerably more of its land, 125,000 hectares’ worth, compared to just 700 each in South Australia and New South Wales. Unsurprisingly, Victoria’s irrigators looked to its government for support.  In New South Wales, interest at this point was more limited. With little irrigation development, a less pressing environmental situation, and the state’s centre of power located a long way from the Murray, New South Wales “did not bring the same fervour to the issue”.   However, in 1902, the severity of the Federation Drought peaked. With annual flows to the sea measuring just 1,740 gigalitres, only 12% of the average 14,000 gigalitres per year, something had to be done. 
It was at Corowa, on the banks of the Murray in NSW, in April 1902, that the first serious attempts to solve the issue were made.  Instigated by a group of Victorian and New South Wales irrigators known as the Murray River Main Canal League, the Corowa Water Conference brought together these interests with politicians representing both states, along with South Australia and the fledgling Commonwealth government.   One of the main issues under discussion was “conservation”, though this word carried a very different meaning at the time. Conservation referred to the idea that as much water as possible should be removed from the river and stored for productive use. Essentially, to those at the time, water not used was water wasted.  
In the end, the main outcome of the Corowa conference was the establishment by New South Wales, Victoria and South Australia of a joint royal commission on “the conservation and distribution of the waters of the Murray River basin”.   Though the Commonwealth government was initially called upon to play a role, barely a year after Federation it was too early for it to get involved. 
The joint royal commission hit the ground running in 1902, holding more than 60 meetings and interviewing almost 300 witnesses in just seven months. While, as we’ll see, it would take some time before a settled agreement was reached, the joint royal commission played a pivotal role in the process, supplying much of the framework that would later be agreed upon.  
Key elements of this framework included water sharing between New South Wales and Victoria, determined by their proportional contributions to the river, with an entitlement to South Australia. There was consensus that during droughts each state would share the reduced water proportionately. There was a capital works program of locks and storages, and a principle for cost sharing. 
Several rounds of discussion were held in the following years, and four iterations of a River Murray Waters Agreement were signed by the state premiers between 1903 and 1908 – though none stuck.  Incremental progress had been made but some fundamental issues remained, and they prevented the signed agreements from being passed and ratified by all state parliaments.  
In 1914, the year Australia entered World War I, a breakthrough finally came.

End of transcript.
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