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Environmental Decline in Ecosystems
Gunbower Creek and Lagoons
Gunbower Creek is a 120 km long anabranch of the River Murray that forms Gunbower Island within
the Murray Fans and Victorian Riverine Bioregions.
The Creek flows permanently in a north-westerly direction from Torrumbarry to Koondrook and is
the main supply for water distribution in the Goulburn Murray Water (G-Mw) Torrumbarry Irrigation
Area (TIA).
The Creek meanders through agricultural land to the townships of Gunbower, Cohuna and
Koondrook then re-enters the River Murray.
Lagoons are a common feature along Gunbower creek, forming an integral part of the water supply
system. Lunette dunes and larger sand hills are prevalent on the eastern bank of the creek and
lagoons. The sand hills are nesting sites for three fresh water turtle species.
The Creek and Lagoons are important environmental assets for the aquatic species it supports which
include Platypus (Ornithorhynchus anatinus) Rakali (Hydromys chrysogaster), Eastern Long-neck
Turtle (Chelondina longicollis) Murray river Turtle (Emydura macquarii ) Broad-shelled Turtle
(Chelodina expansa) listed as endangered, Native Catfish (Tandanus tandanus) Murray Cod
(Maccullochella peelii ) and other native fish species.
1. Water Quality and Aquatic weeds
In 2005 the community raised concerns regarding the decline in water quality and increased
infestation of Pale-Yellow Water Lily (PYWL) (Nymphaea Mexicanaan) introduced aquatic plant. The
source of the infestation was linked to the Goulburn weir pool in 1996.
At a community workshop held by the North Central Catchment Management Authority (NCCMA) in
2006 several issues were identified relating to Gunbower Creek.
•
•
•
•
•

Stock access to the creek and lagoons
Land degradation
Reduced riparian vegetation
Connectivity between the creek and lagoons -silted culverts and regulators
Introduced weeds - Willow species, Boxthorn and Blackberry and PYWL.

2. Water frontage
The Gunbower Waterway Action Plan (GWAP) report released in 2007 by NCCMA. The following
actions were listed from information received from the community during the 2006 workshop.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Controlling stock on frontage
Need to fence public land along creek to protect and enhance riparian vegetation.
Fencing should start at the Headworks and work down the creek system.
Riparian understory needs to be replanted
Removal of historical rubbish
Consider adequate flows through the lagoon system
Pest Plant and animal control
Aquatic weed management program
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By 2009 the Pale-Yellow Water Lily infested all reaches along the creek and several Lagoons.
Complaints to waterway management authorities were finally heeded. G-Mw agreed to do
monitored spray trials. It took another three years for the research to be considered and approved.
In 2012/13 funding was available to the NCCMA through Enhancing Values of the Gunbower Creek
Wetland Program, to treat Arrum lily, Arrowhead, Parrots feather, Instream Blackberry and PYWL
along the Creek, however these works did not extend to treat PLWL in the Gunbower Lagoons.

Above photo taken at Cockatoo Lagoon showing Pale -Yellow Water Lily and Stock in the Lagoon in
January 2020. (Audrey Dickins)
Protect Our Waters Protect Our Health was published by State of Victorian, Department of Health in
2010 Extract: Introduction Pg.1
“Our health depends on having an adequate supply of safe water…many towns in Victoria rely on
drinking water sourced from natural waterways. If the source becomes contaminated, the safety of
community drinking water can be affected. Contamination of water catchment areas has been
recognized as a leading cause of illness. Therefore, the condition of the source is a crucial factor in
the quality of such community drinking water supplies.”
Improving Our waterways (Victorian Management Strategy) was published in 2013
Extract: Part 3: Management Issues Page 118. 9.1.2 Threats to riparian land“Uncontrolled Stock access to riparian land, the bed and banks of waterways causes soil degradation
and loss of riparian vegetation. Stock contaminate water and erode banks by trampling and destroy
riparian vegetation”.
Comment:
Given the long history of abuse of crown land water frontages it is time for government to revoke all
water frontage leases otherwise the waterways will continue to decline due to the lack of
compliance and abuse from grazing these frontage leases. More fencing is required to protect
riparian vegetation and prevent water contamination. Pale- Yellow water lily will remain a threat.
Ongoing treatment needs to be continued on the creek and extended to include the lagoons as this
plant is a threat to habitat for turtles, platypus, rakali and wading water birds.
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3. Gunbower Forest Ramsar Wetlands
Gunbower Creek is also an important asset and its connection to Gunbower Forest.
The failure to include this waterway within the Gunbower forest Ramsar wetlands boundary was a
dreadful mistake as Gunbower Creek and Lagoons also provide habitat for water bird breeding and
water supply for the community especially during long periods of drought due to the permanent
water supply available from dams built in the upper Murray. These structures may have altered the
natural water regime in the Creek and Lagoons but in fact are key to ensuring water to the
environment and communities in the future.
Ecological Vegetation Class Assessment Gunbower Lagoons FINAL REPORT May 2013 -Australian
Ecosystems Pty Ltd.
Executive summary: Extract
“The lagoons include: Heppel Lagoon, Heart Lagoon, Unregulated Lagoon, Splatt Lagoon, Turner and
Phyland, Upper Gunbower, Longmore, Gum Lagoon, Cockatoo Lagoon, Taylor Lagoon and
Safe Lagoon.
Floristic surveys were conducted at each lagoon to assess the condition of the wetland, and record
the floristic composition and habitat values. Additionally, water quality was measured and incidental
fauna sightings were recorded.
Nine dominant Ecological Vegetation C lasses (EVCs) were recorded as the extant vegetation types.
These included eight typical EVCs; Billabong Wetland Aggregate ( EVC 334) , Black B ox Wetland (EVC
369), Floodplain Riparian Woodland (EVC 56), Grassy Riverine Forest (EVC 106), Plains Woodland
(EVC 803), Riverine Chenopod Woodland (EVC 103), Riverine Grassy Woodland (EVC 295) and Sedgy
Riverine Forest ( EVC 816) . The nineth EVC was an un-usual complex of Sedgy Riverine Forest and
Riverine Chenopod Woodland.
Billabong Wetland Aggregate was the most extensive EVC across the Gunbower Lagoons. Spatial
variation of this mosaiced EVC included, for example: fringing scattered patches of Tall Marsh,
Aquatic Herb land and Juncus species mosaics; Dwarf Floating Aquatic Herb land/ Submerged
Aquatic Herb land mosaics and Open Water/ Dwarf Floating Aquatic Herb land Submerged Aquatic
Herb land complexes. This EVC is listed as vulnerable within the Victorian Riverina Bioregion. Of the
terrestrial E VCs, Riverine Chenopod Woodland was he most widespread and is listed as endangered
in the Murray Fans Bioregion and vulnerable in the Victorian Riverina Bioregion.
Three-hundred and fourteen flora species were recorded across the Gunbower Lagoons. Of these,
170 were indigenous species. Fourteen recorded flora species were listed as rare or threatened under
the Victorian Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 and/or listed under the Victorian Rare or
Threatened Flora Species Advisory List. While the majority of the rare or threatened species were
isolated occurrences, the poorly known Ceratophyllum demersum (Hornwort) was recorded in ten of
the lagoons; the rare Myoporum montanum (Waterbush) was recorded at six lagoons and the rare
Senecio campylocarpus (Floodplain Fireweed) was recorded at five lagoons.
Ninety-five bird species were recorded during this assessment, including s even species listed under
the Victorian Rare or Threatened Species Advisory List and the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988
listed Eastern Great Egret (Ardea modesta)”.
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4. Gunbower Forest Environmental Water Delivery
The community had concerns from the outset in relation to utilizing the Gunbower Creek as a
channel to deliver Environmental water to the Gunbower forest.

Above photo: Hipwell regulator construction site July 2013 (Audrey Dickins)

The construction of the regulator and channel into the forest resulted in the clearing of numerous
old Black box habitat trees. The regulator was built to accommodate 1600ML/day which is the full
capacity of the Creek between Gunbower Weir and Deep Creek inlet. Downstream of Deep Creek
the creek meanders into a narrow channel and so 1600ML/day through this section causes flooding
onto private property. As a result, the Hipwell regulator is unable to deliver the optimum amount of
water required to obtain certain environmental objectives.
Gunbower Creek Flows Investigation 2007- Extract: Pg. 64 5.1
“There is little scope to alter the current operations of Gunbower Creek without reducing its
effectiveness as a water supply channel. The creek is operated at or close to the maximum capacity
during the irrigation season – any additional flow would result in the creek breaking its banks. There
is little scope to lower water levels as this would reduce the head available to distribute the water to
other delivery channels.
“Regulated channels are subject to risk of slumping during drawdown events. Drawdown refers to
controlled lowering of the water level, and there is a long-held conventional belief that rapid
drawdown adversely affects river bank stability (Arnett, 1994). At Gunbower Creek, the bank
material is known to be clay-rich. The problem of bank slumping due to drawdown is normally
associated with sustained rapid lowering of water levels following a long period of high-water
levels”.

4 of 8

LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submission 704

5
Since 2014 a noticeable amount of bank erosion associated with higher than normal water levels
have occurred in numerous locations along the creek between Gunbower and the Hipwell regulator.
Bank slumping causing many mature habitat trees to fall into the creek. Many of which are nesting
places for Australian Darter (Anhinga novaehollandiae) Little Black Cormorant (Phalacrocorax
sulcirostris) Little Pied Cormorant (Microcarbo melanoleucos) Yellow -billed Spoonbill (Platalea
flavipes).

Above photo February 2018 Pied Cormorant chicks sharing tree with Australian Darter (female)
sitting on its nest on the Upper Gunbower Lagoon. (Audrey Dickins)
Gunbower creek also supports the only substantial Murray River platypus population surviving
downstream from Echuca. Platypus nesting burrows found along the banks are at risk of being
flooded due to an increase in water flow levels from the delivery of Environment flows on top of
irrigation flows.

5. Irrigation Modernisation in the Torrumbarry Irrigation Area (TIA)
Excavation works, channel decommissioning, channel remediation (deepening & lining with HD
plastic material) and many kilometers of on farm irrigation pipes have taken its toll on biodiversity.
Infrastructure to prevent leakage, seepage and evaporation on existing channels are having an
adverse effect on adjacent vegetation and habitat. Open farm channels replaced with pipes reduce
water available to birds and other wildlife. Clearing of large amounts of vegetation during channel
works is loss of habitat for arboreal species-Yellow-footed Antechinus (Antechinus flavipes), Ring-tail
possum (Pseudocheirus peregrinus), Sugar Glider (Petaurus breviceps) Brush-tail possum (Trichosurus
vulpecula) and goanna and lizard species.
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Above photo: Yellow-footed Antechinus (Audrey Dickins)

Above photo: View of Cohuna Channel and Azure Kingfisher (Ceyx azurea) looking west before
remediation works began- Phyland’s crossing. (Audrey Dickins)
The original Cohuna Channel was constructed by horse-drawn scoops and manual labor in the late
1890s. Obviously, there would have been impact on the environment. Due to permanent water
supply many species have adapted and survived. A century further on the species and adjacent
environment has been disturbed again. The environmental impact left behind created by the recent
modernization projects is enormous not to mention the amount of carbon released into the
atmosphere with the manufacture of plastic materials (lining for channels and pipes) and fuel for
machinery etc.
•
•

1,488 km Channel decommissioned
330km of channel remediation work carried out
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Above photo: View looking west Cohuna Channel after remediation works at Phyland’s crossing
(Audrey Dickins)

Above photo: View looking east after remediation works at Phyland’s crossing
At least 4m of vegetation was cleared on both sides along the 2.5 km channel. The channel was lined
with HD plastic and rock placed along the banks. Since this photo was taken the entire channel has
been fenced off which has caused access issues for water for Kangaroo and Black Swamp Wallaby.
Red gum adjacent to the channel that are left standing are dying as they relied upon the seepage
from the unlined channel.

7 of 8

LC EPC Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria
Submission 704

8
Ongoing Issues and solutions to prevent Ecosystem Decline
1. All water frontage on Gunbower Creek and Lagoons need to be protected to prevent stock
accessing to the waterway by fencing the boundary between Crown and Freehold water
frontage. All water frontage licenses should be revoked.
2. Pale-Yellow Water Lily needs to be registered as a Weed of National Significance (WONS).
3. Adequate resources must be made available to implement ongoing control of introduced
pest plant (PYWL, Blackberry, willow species) and pest animal species (foxes, cats, rabbits).
These issues need to be dealt with a more strategic approach i.e. Locate relevant officer
within local community, an office in Cohuna with salary and operating budget to deal with
the on-ground issues and enforcement. In recent times much of the funding has been
directed to Ramsar sites and no funding for the work to continue along the Gunbower Creek
and lagoons.
4. The decision to leave Pale-Yellow Water Lily untreated on Gunbower Lagoons and invasive
Willow species at sites along Gunbower Creek during the National Willow Program needs to
be investigated.
5. Blackberry and willow species infestations that had been treated are now re-emerging as a
threat to the biodiversity of the Creek and lagoons. Unless on-going treatment continues the
eradication program will have been a total waste of tax payer money.
6. Local sites affected by channel modernization works requiring large amounts of vegetation
to be cleared need to be replanted especially on sites where channels were decommissioned
and filled in. Soil disturbance encourages weeds and non- native plants and grasses to
germinate. Indigenous varieties of seed should be sown and native groundcover plants
introduced to these sites to provide food for seed eating birds in the long term.
7. Landholders have noticed a decrease in bird species on their properties since they have
replaced open farm channels with pipes and risers. Landholders should be given incentive
and assistance to create a wetland on their property.
8. Long-term effects of continued high- water flows to convey Environmental water to the
Gunbower Creek causing slumping and loss of large habitat trees falling into the creek.
Hydrology, rising water table and salinity levels.
9. Risk of flooding Platypus burrows during breeding season.

Audrey Dickins
Secretary
Gunbower Landcare Group
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