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A year of firsts for the western region, with the first Australian 
grayling caught in the Glenelg River for 122 years - a sign 
that native fish, including threatened species, are recovering 
with support from efficient environmental flow management. 
And at Ranch Billabong on the Wimmera River, culture, 
environment and community came together to mark the first 
delivery of water for the environment at this significant site.

Water for the environment  
delivered to the Western region  
in 2018-19 (megalitres)1

 Glenelg system 17,180 ML

 Wimmera system 15,651 ML

 Wimmera-Mallee wetlands 150 ML

1 Includes passing flows delivered in the Glenelg 
(2,695 ML) and Wimmera (431 ML) systems.
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The map shows the predicted changes 
in run-off across Victoria. You may 
notice that by 2065 areas in the west 
could become subject to 50 percent 
less run off. This could lead to less 
water flowing into our river systems.

These predicted changes have 
significant implications for waterway 
health, through reduced availability 
of water for the environment and 
increased water quality risk. There 
will also be impacts on the plants and 
animals that live in and around the 
waterways and rely on well-established 
flow patterns for successful breeding 
and movement through the landscape.

Victoria’s climate has seen a drying and warming trend over the last two 
decades, and it is predicted this trend will continue. Climate modelling 
indicates there will be more extreme events including droughts, floods and 
heatwaves, and it is expected there will be more bushfires. Seasonal shifts in 
rainfall are expected to continue, with proportionally less rain in the cooler 
months. Average stream flow is predicted to decline across all parts of 
Victoria, with some of the greatest declines expected in the south-west and 
parts of the central and northern regions.

What does climate change mean for 
our rivers in the west?

Left: Wimmera River at Ellis Crossing,  
by Greg Fletcher, Wimmera CMA
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Projected changes in runoff for 2065 under medium climate change
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The VEWH and its program partners 
are taking steps to address the 
challenges associated with climate 
change. In Victoria’s western region the 
VEWH is working with Glenelg Hopkins 
CMA and Wimmera CMA to identify 
the most effective and efficient use 
of water for the environment during 
critically dry periods.

The Wimmera CMA is identifying 
high priority refuges for small-bodied 
native fish, platypus and waterbug 
populations in MacKenzie River, 
Burnt Creek and the Wimmera River, 
and is investigating how water for 
the environment can be best used 
to protect these refuges. This is all 
done while also aiming to maximise 
economic, social and cultural 
outcomes. 

Glenelg Hopkins CMA is undertaking a 
similar investigation to identify the key 
drought refuge areas for protection 
in the mid and upper reaches of the 
Glenelg River.

The Glenelg River Drought Refuge 
project will identify the status 
of existing refuges and develop 
population carrying capacity models 
to inform watering actions required to 
protect these habitats for native plants, 
fish and other animals during drought 
and dry conditions.

Both the Wimmera CMA and the 
Glenelg Hopkins CMA have worked 
hard to provide environmental flows 
and enhance river health through 
integrated catchment management 
strategies to support native animal 
and plant species. The Wimmera and 
Glenelg systems support a variety 
of native fish populations including 
southern pygmy perch, Australian 
grayling, Glenelg spiny crayfish, 
western swamp crayfish and platypus 
populations. Identifying key refuge 
sites and prioritising water for the 
environment during persisting dry 
conditions will be crucial in avoiding 
critical losses.
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Wimmera Mallee Pipeline wetlands 
striped honeyeater, by Jenny Stephens
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In 2015, the VEWH undertook a project 
to scope metering improvements for 
water for the environment across 
Victoria. In consultation with waterway 
managers and storage managers, 
the VEWH identified the highest 
priority metering improvements and 
developed detailed specifications and 
cost estimates for upgrades.

Prioritisation involved assessment of 
the extent to which each site would 
improve the quality of information 
relative to the environmental objectives 
of a watering program. The metering 
will improve the efficiency of the 
delivery of the environmental watering 
program from both a cost and water 
use perspective.

Beth Ashworth, Co-Chief Executive 
Officer at the VEWH, says “We were 
keen to invest in metering of water for 
the environment because we knew 
that a lot of the infrastructure we use 
across the state was not originally 

designed to deliver or measure 
environmental flows. Installing new 
meters means the storage managers 
can measure very accurately how 
much water is released from a storage 
and flows down a river or into a 
wetland to support environmental 
objectives like improving water quality 
and fish habitat.”

Thirteen high priority meters requiring 
an upgrade were in the western region. 
This included three sites on the Glenelg 
River and 10 in the Wimmera River 
system. Over three years, from  
2016-2019, the VEWH has invested 
almost $1.4 million toward 
improvements to Glenelg and 
Wimmera system meters, which 
are part of the Wimmera-Glenelg 
Headworks system.

GWMWater is the Storage and 
Resource Manager for the system and 
is managing the delivery of the meter 
upgrades.

Mark Williams, Managing Director 
at GWMWater says that the meter 
upgrades funded by the VEWH have 
flow-on benefits for storage managers. 
New and improved meters complement 
the major system upgrades achieved 
between 2004 and 2010 when the 
Wimmera-Mallee Pipeline was built. 

“At the time, the Wimmera-Mallee 
Pipeline was one of the largest water 
infrastructure projects in Australia 
and a key feature is the accurate and 
efficient delivery of water from the 
pipeline to our customers across the 
Wimmera and Mallee,” Mark said.

Just as is the case for urban water users and irrigation 
farming enterprises, delivery of water for the environment 
needs to be accurately measured and accounted for. That’s 
why the VEWH has worked with GWMWater to upgrade water 
metering at 13 sites in the western region – ensuring more 
accurate and efficient releases of water for the environment 
and saving the storage manager time and effort.

Investment in metering in the western region
Whether using water for the environment or  
for other needs, every drop counts

“This helps us meet operational 
needs as well, because new 
metering features that provide 
automation and remote access 
to data will save us time in 
meeting our commitments.”
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“These recent metering upgrades to 
many of our bulk meters, such as those 
at the Rocklands Reservoir, Taylors 
Lake and Lake Wartook outlets, will 
complete the picture. It will help us to 
accurately deliver a more targeted 
and precise watering program to the 
Glenelg and Wimmera rivers on behalf 
of the VEWH and the Catchment 
Management Authorities.”

“This helps us meet operational needs 
as well, because new metering features 
that provide automation and remote 
access to data will save us time in 
meeting our commitments.”

Above: Infrastructure at Distribution 
Heads on Burnt Creek, by Chloe 
Wiesenfeld
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The nationally threatened species was 
discovered downstream of Casterton 
by scientists from Arthur Rylah Institute 
for Environmental Research (ARI) 
during surveys for the Native Fish 
Report Card program. In south-eastern 
Australia, populations have vastly 
declined due to altered river flows and 
the creation of man-made barriers 
obstructing fish movement.

Australian grayling requires certain 
river flows at different times every year 
to cue the fish to complete its lifecycle, 
including moving between freshwater 
and the ocean. Some flows trigger 
movement for adults and juvenile fish 
to recruit and breed, and other flows 
are needed to push larvae back into 
the ocean. In the Glenelg River, estuary 
perch and black bream rely on flow 
cues for spawning and recruitment too.

Glenelg Hopkins CMA Waterway Health 
Planner Stephen Ryan said, “Recent 
exciting results added to the story 
of positive outcomes for native fish 
species in the Glenelg system.”

“We have recorded a tenfold increase 
in numbers of the critically endangered 
variegated pygmy perch and more 
than doubling of river blackfish 
numbers. Rediscovering the Australian 
grayling here is the last piece of an 
ecological puzzle showing encouraging 
signs that native fish, including 
threatened species, are recovering with 
support from efficient environmental 
flow management.”

Ongoing integrated catchment 
management initiatives by Glenelg 
Hopkins CMA through the Glenelg River 
Restoration Project continue to improve 
the health of the river system.

“Widespread work through the project 
to install fish habitat, control erosion, 
improve fish passage and water quality 
has also supported this recovery. It’s 
good news for other species found here 
like spiny crayfish and platypus as well,” 
Stephen said.

Australian grayling has been caught in the Glenelg River 
for the first time in 122 years! The exciting discovery is likely 
due to a combination of environmental flow deliveries and 
integrated catchment management strategies.

Glenelg system
Australian grayling are on the move

“We have recorded tenfold 
increase in numbers of 
the critically endangered 
variegated pygmy perch and 
more than doubling of river 
blackfish numbers.” 

Site Volume delivered  
2018-19 
(megalitres)1

Glenelg River 17,180

Waterway manager:  
Glenelg Hopkins CMA

Storage manager: 
GWMWater

1 Includes 2,695 ML of passing flows 
delivered in the Glenelg River. 

Above: Australian grayling downstream of 
Casterton, by ARI

44



Community 
Highlights

In recent years, Glenelg Hopkins CMA 
water resource officers have forged 
strong networks with influential 
anglers and angler groups. Anglers 
and water managers collaborate 
during fishing competitions and fish 
surveys, electrofishing and fyke-netting 
demonstrations, and fish habitat 
restoration projects. 

In 2019 Glenelg Hopkins CMA, for the 
first time, supported the Vic Bream 
Classic catch and release series 
through sponsorship of tournaments on 
the Glenelg and Hopkins rivers.

Glenelg Hopkins CMA CEO Adam Bester 
said that supporting this type of event 
improves access to, and relationships 
with, leading anglers from Victoria 
and beyond to boost awareness about 
environmental management of rivers 
and the status of native fish species. 

“We see our work with recreational 
anglers as a real win-win situation for 
both parties.”

“By establishing strong alliances, not 
only can we encourage advocacy from 
this critical stakeholder group, but also 
undertake a joint approach to building 
stronger and more resilient river 
systems.”

“Anglers understand that our work to 
restore flows and improve fish habitat 
brings greater fishing opportunities. 
And we know that we can learn a lot 
from anglers who observe changes in 
river conditions and fish movement 
firsthand.”

“Tapping into this knowledge will help 
to inform and prioritise management 
actions to support self-sustaining fish 
populations,” he said.

Western Victorian angler Shane 
Lowery commented during the 
event in February, “Since we’ve had 
environmental flows coming down the 
river, we’ve had incredible movements 
of fish that hadn’t happened for years. 
We’re seeing fish push hundreds of 
kilometres up the river in a river that 
used to be, in the higher reaches, 
very disconnected and a series of 
small pools. Now that we’re getting 
environmental water, we’re seeing 
improvements in the fishing all the time. 
I’ve spoken to people that tell me this 
is the most consistent they’ve seen the 
river fish in 30, 40 years.”

Above: Enjoying the Vic Bream Classic,  
by Glenelg Hopkins CMA

Building strategic 
partnerships with anglers 
and fishing groups has 
been instrumental in 
boosting awareness of 
environmental flows in 
the Glenelg River and 
environmental conditions 
in other waterways.

Glenelg River 

Strong alliances =  
strong river systems
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A new female platypus was found during the 
Wimmera’s annual platypus surveys in the MacKenzie 
River! The community have named the platypus ‘Hope.’ 
Using environmental DNA to help track platypus 
movement in the river researches are eager to see if 
their habitat range has extended.

Above: Ben Holmes from Wimmera CMA holds a platypus, 
by Wimmera CMA

Wimmera system
Across the Wimmera

Environmental flows helped keep fish alive in the upper 
Mount William Creek! Water for the environment was 
released to a drying section of the river that provides 
valuable breeding and refuge habitat for native fish 
including southern pygmy perch, Australian smelt, 
common galaxias and flatheaded gudgeon.

Above: Mount William Creek, by John Tiddy
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Despite dry conditions, regular water for the 
environment releases have been vital for protecting a 
population of threatened western swamp crayfish in 
northern Grampians rivers. This small crayfish cannot 
dig burrows and its habitat would be restricted without 
water for the environment to keep areas wet.

Exciting finds in 2018-19 at Carapugna, one of the 
Wimmera CMA Wimmera Mallee Pipeline Wetlands, 
included the rare hard-head saltbush and endangered 
tall sneezeweed. Ten wetland bird species were 
recorded too, including Latham’s snipe!

Above: Western swamp crayfish, by Greg Fletcher, 
Wimmera CMA

Above: White plumed honeyeater at Carapungna wetland, 
by Jenny Stephens
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Community 
Highlights

Above: At Ranch Billabong for the first 
watering, by Greg Fletcher, Wimmera CMA

Culture, environment and community 
came together to mark a significant 
occasion for the Barengi Gadjin 
Land Council (BGLC) and Wotjobaluk 
Traditional Owners at Ranch Billabong 
near Dimboola as a watering program 
began in December. 

The first watering was celebrated on 
the anniversary of the 2005 Native Title 
determination and was followed by a 
workshop to map out aspirations for 
the site going forward.

The Ranch Billabong area has 
been home to many generations 
of Wotjobaluk people, long before 
European settlement and increasingly 
after Ebenezer Mission at Antwerp 
closed. The cultural connection to 
the site remains and plans for its 
management are included in Growing 
What is Good Country Plan, Voices of 
the Wotjobaluk Nations.

Using the Aboriginal Waterways 
Assessment tool to document cultural 
values and objectives along the 
Wimmera River, Traditional Owners and 
Aboriginal groups highlighted Ranch 
Billabong as a priority cultural site for 
rehabilitation.

BGLC Water Officer and Traditional 
Owner Stuart Harradine said that 
BGLC are working to restore plants 
and animals and control weed species, 
recreating a space for gatherings and 
events. 

“We are hoping to see ‘old man weed’ 
or ‘sneezeweed’ thriving again; this 
plant, known as ‘Gukwonderuk’ in our 
language, is important for traditional 
medicine and grows when water levels 
recede.

“Restoring the area is important for the 
Wotjobaluk people and we are aiming 
to improve access and knowledge 
sharing at the site with tracks and 
interpretative signage,” he said.

Wotjobaluk Traditional 
Owners and Barengi 
Gadjin Land Council 
identified cultural 
connections that support 
water for the environment 
objectives. With this 
information and through 
collaboration with the 
Wimmera CMA and the 
VEWH, environmental 
flows for the Ranch 
Billabong became a 
reality.

Ranch Billabong
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Creating a strong partnership, BGLC, 
Traditional Owners, Wimmera CMA 
and the VEWH worked together to 
ensure the delivery of water for the 
environment was a success both 
culturally and ecologically.

The trial watering of seven megalitres 
in December 2018 significantly 
improved water quality, supporting 
the surrounding river red gums and 
aquatic animals. Monitoring before and 
after water for the environment was 
delivered showed that salinity levels 
in the billabong halved, with frogs and 
waterbirds quickly returning to the 
area taking advantage of the inviting 
habitat.

A top-up of six megalitres was 
delivered in March 2019, boosting the 
wetlands plants and animals in autumn 
and again lowering salinity levels to 
improve the health of the billabong into 
the future.

Above: Water for the environment flowing 
into Ranch Billabong, by Barengi Gadjin 
Land Council

“A peaceful place of gathering, sharing and nurturing - 
that’s how I remember it. The Ranch Billabong is one of 
few remaining places that connect with how our mob 
lived before and after settlement. We were told stories 
of the area and how families lived and survived. As kids 
you don’t really notice much around you, you’re more 
or less enjoying the moment - but as you get older you 
realise what the old people meant by their stories. I’ll 
always treasure the times our families spent at the 
Ranch Billabong. I would love for future generations to 
experience that culture and history. The place is in poor 
shape and needs to be restored, including a general 
clean up, revegetation of native plants and re-directing 
water back into the Billabong.” 

- Dylan Clarke, Chair, Barengi Gadjin Land Council

Site Volume delivered  
2018-19 (megalitres)1

VEWH CEWH Total

Wimmera 
River

5,517 5,085 10,602

MacKenzie 
River and 
Burnt Creek

3,388 0 3,388

Lower  
Mount 
William 
Creek

753 753 1,506

Upper  
Mount 
William 
Creek

154 0 154

Ranch 
Billabong2

13 0 13 

Waterway manager:  
Wimmera CMA

Storage manager: 
GWMWater

1 Includes 431 ML of passing flows 
delivered in the Wimmera River system.

2 The volume delivered to Ranch Billabong, 
was reused from environmental flows 
released from Lake Lonsdale and Taylors 
Lake for the Wimmera River.
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Community 
Highlights

Mallee CMA hosted a field excursion 
to wetlands receiving water for the 
environment in spring 2018. The group 
of about 25 included landholders, 
local council employees, Landcare 
club members and local community. 
The excursion was an opportunity for 
people to see the benefits water for the 
environment is having at the Morton 
Plain and Roselyn wetlands. Dorothy 
Reid, landholder at Roselyn wetland, 
presented to the group on animals she 
had observed using the wetland. 

“Not only birds, but also turtles, 
kangaroos, lace monitors, bearded 
dragons and snakes use the wetland,” 
Dorothy said.

Mallee CMA also delivered a citizen 
science workshop in Birchip, teaching 
people how to monitor birds at 
wetlands receiving environmental 
flows. Ten community members 
attended the workshop, learning about 
the methodology for collecting data 
and how to use their binoculars and 
spotting scopes. One volunteer was 
Gary Cheers, a retired ecologist who 
loves bird watching and photography. 
Gary joined the workshop as he felt 
“this will be a project which will give 
interesting results.” 

Gary said he expected his monitoring 
to show a variety of birds that rely on 
wetlands in the Mallee and Wimmera 
catchments, and was very appreciative 
of the watering program in the region 
as “without the water, they won’t be 
there.” Gary praised the Mallee CMA 
for the workshop, which he said helped 
to “engage people who already had 
an interest in the environment and put 
their experience in birdwatching to use”.

Community members out 
on site at the Wimmera 
Mallee Pipeline Wetlands!

Wimmera-Mallee 
wetlands

Site Volume delivered  
2018-19 (megalitres)

VEWH Other Total

Wimmera-
Mallee 
wetlands 
(various 
sites)

148 3 151

Waterway manager:  
Wimmera, North Central and 
Mallee CMAs

Storage manager: 
GWMWater

Above: Gary Cheers at Cronomby  
tanks, one of the sites he will monitor  
each month as part of the program, by 
Mallee CMA

“Not only birds, but also 
turtles, kangaroos, lace 
monitors, bearded dragons 
and snakes use the wetland.”
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Mrs Dorothy Reid speaking to group 
about Roselyn wetland, by Mallee CMA
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