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n 1995, an advertisement in the 
CutHlomulla ll'rsrtrll S1111 heralded 
r-wo proposals to irrig:uc from the 

Paroo River, a ~cmi :~r id waterway 

cxtcndin!!> fi·om sou thern Quccnsla11d to 
north -cast of Wilcanni:~ in New Somh 
Wales. 

The Hi ve rt i ~cmcnt, pla,cd by 
Qucct1Sland's Dcpanment of Natura l. 
Resources, in,·itcd o hjcc1ions from 
residents less than eight kilometres 

up~tream or 24 km downst t•canl lrum the 
applicants, an area including only a tcw of 
the 80 or so 13Jnilks living :1long the 
river's length . 

The applica tions to irrigate fi·orn the 

nord1ern end of the Paroo ltivcr arc for a 
tnt:tl of rhn:c 650 mm-diameter pumps, 
with limits to the V() )um t: of w~Lcr 
ext racted to be determined by the 
dcparrmenr. Such pump< ea n cxtr:•ct 1 00 
mcgalitres ofwarcr per day, enough to tliJ 
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I 200 bathtubs. Indian hemp requires 

some eight mcgaliu·cs of WJtCI' per hectare 
during a six-monrh growing season. 

One of the application' is from John 

Gardiner a grazier intending to bypass 
d efla ted beef .tnd wool ma rkets by 
divcrsif)•ing intO Indian hemp. Gardincr 
argue~ thl·rc is enough water in the P:1roo 

for everyone, if it is managed properly. 
But 01hcr~ wi1h an in tt.:rCSl in the river arc 
not so sure. 

As news of the irrigation proposals 
filtered south, objections were raised b)' a 
range of partic> far beyond the 32-km 
boundar)• specified in the Western Sun. 
Their objections st ressed the river's 
priceless role in sustaining. ecological and 
agricultura l systems, often much further 
downstream than 32 km. The 

department. cdilied by t his broad 
rcspunsc, decided w place a IH> Id on 
dealing with the licence applications. 

Objectors ro t.hc it·rigation propo~.1l 

inc luded state rcsourcc - m:1113£,CI11Cill 

agencies, scientists, pasrora lists ;lnd 
conscrv:1tion groups. 

T he NSW National Park' and Wildlife 
Service and Queensland's Department of 
Envi ronment were concerned about the 

cfYects on Paroo ltiva wcdand resav<·s 
under their management. 

Similarly, objections bv Dr Richard 
Kingstord fi·om the NSW Nationa l Parks 

and Wildlife S<'n ·icc, hi s colleague Dr 
/vlikc Mahcr and Prolcssor Rrian Timms, 
of the Univc rsit)' of Newca>tlc, 

emphasised the river system's <mtstanding 
ecologkal values. 

The Z:mkcr r.,mi ly runs a caulc and 
sheep station cast of Whire Cliffi in NSW, 

some 600 ki lon1c tres .nvay from the 
proposed water extrac t ion, on the 
noodplains of the Par<w river'~ !own 
reaches. The f.1m ily was concerned about 



lh<.· propc:rt) ,s p.lt..llll·~,, ''hic.:h .1r.: 

'll'l.1ineJ l'l n.uur.1l llomh uccun "'!\ 
t'H'n twn tn thr<~ \C.lr~. 

I he .tpphc.mon~ w C\lr.l•l \\.lln ti-um 

the.: l'.truu Rt\ l.'r h.l\ l' ,:nnu: .u .l time: uf 

~ru\\ tn!t pub he rc:(up.nutun th.ll w.ucr 
tmm \11\lr.lli ,,', ml.1nJ 11\el\ "·" hn·n 
cne1' .llloc~lcd. There .11{ ,,,IJ, lo );\i'c 

o,unu· ".uc:r b.l,k to the: c11\ iro111t1t'm; 10 

uu.:tc.l'c ·cn'" ironmc:n l .l l Jlu'''' ,,, ·' 
u111111cr to bluc·grcc11 .1 lg.1l blooms .1nd 

I he dq:r.ld.lllonnl mer< .wd r.llduncm~ 

\\'~tcr trum 1hc Murr.l\ lhrlon!-: ll."m 

'"l'l'"rt' -o of .\u,tr.1l1.1·, lrrl!-:.ttcd 
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the"·"'" rneakd th.lt in I'J<)~ the 

mcd1.111 .wnu.1lllo" to the ,, .. 1 11'<>111 .111 the 

ri,er' in 1he b.J>in wa' unh· 21% o l' rhc 

llu" th.ll <k:ut.rcJ bdi>re dc\clopmcnt of' 

.111 arrog.ltl<>ll indu>ltY. \\'.nc1 "'" h.1d nscn 

h\ X' or -qo gigJiilrc' 1.6 1ime' 1 he 

'·'1>.1<11\ ut '"dncy Harhnur) hct\\ccn 

19/l<) .ul\1 I 994, .uul woul,t .:nnunuc to 

ra'c unk" ".llC:r·JnJn.•g.cnu.:nt .ur.tug.c

mcrn' "~r..'t\" ..:h.1ngc:d. 
An mtcun\ cJp on fi•nhcr m..:rc~l'C' in 

\\,\tCI' di\l' r,inn' "·'~ lntroc.iuu·d 1n ltJtJ5 
lW li1c ,\l uH,\)' 1),\rJing 1~.1\ill /\ li ill,ll'r\,11 

Coun~al In Ju l)' th i' yc.1r, !,\0\'Cri\IIICI\h 

lrom :-.:~w. Victoria and 'iouth Au,11.1li.1 

.tgrl·c.·d to hmn \\..ltc:r <Xtr.l~lioal fauru the 

"·""' to I 991 Jc, cl,. 
Quc\·Jhi.lnd a~ lie' dnp•n!!. ".ucr 

lll:tn.\tt.fr.'OH.:'J\l pl.\ll' .l\ .l llh.:Jil' 

imph:nll'lll tll~ .1 t.:.tp, hut ~tr~ll\'' 

1h.11 .1 hl.1nkc1 ••I' to )994 le-cl' " 

un t:111' ·'' d ivca·,ion> m Quccml.\1\d 
olrl' ,l( •• much ""'er ln·cl lll.ll\ 

01hcr ,t,IIC\. ( ~unw 25' of the 

h.l\ln " 111 Quccn'l~nd. "" ih 
"~Ht.·r ~r.h\ cr,ann' .n c,...l£l' -1 5 
the wul I 

N atural variability 

ut 

The 1'.1ruco ltiHI is l11c 1.1'1 

rl'm.linin~ fn:c Jlo" tng rin:t 
~"1ca11 "' tla· Murray lhrl111!! 
B,L,IU .utd rt' \\l'dJth.h .• Ire .1mnn~ 

the nHl\1 pr"tinc. Ill luh J<J<J ~ 

the P.uun ltJ\C:f :\''<h.·i.lttnn. 
~Uilt:CI'II\·d .lhUtlt the c:flCt-1' of \\,\ll'f 

c.ll\ l'r\1011 on the rin.:r 'Y'H:Ill, 
or!,\.1111\Cd .1 wnrk<hnp ,\I I tun;: 

crt<ml, .1 Qtll'l'll,l.ulll 1ow11 loc.llcd 

.1ho111 h.1ll' ".1\ .!lung IIH· rl\ c•'' 
length 

Tupt\' .Jt,tll,~l'd Jt the- \\url,hup 

llh.·lu,fcd the: ~r.lting rJHiu,tn. 
Abortf.llt.ll ·'"'lt..'"IJnon~ wnh the n\ c.:r, 

1hc c+.unumh.' of irrig..naun, th~r.· 

govc.·rnmc:lll re\ il'\\ pn)l'c" .lrHf IH)\\ 

\\'ollCI le);\til.llion would .1ftl:~t 1hc 

rh·cr ', cru l n~) ~cicnti"-1' tror11 

( \I Jt() Jlhl \'Miou\ uniH:r,ill(' .111d 

stJ.tt: .l~CU\,:t«.'' Jg_rl'c:d rh.u .u1 

unmndilic.t tlo" rq;imc '"th .111 "' 
\'aruhahty WJ.' the ntu't impurt.uu 

uf 

'tj 

IJclnl Jctcrmllllll!( the nch .tSSCmblJ!,tl' ut 

hi(: nn the l'.m><> Ri\cr. 

Dr fnhn 1'1d.ud of ~~J~IojU.Hic 

l:nl\l'l"\11\ h.l\ \llllcdcd the oral hl't"l') nl 

llood~ lw 1 he ltm n r.·a.-h('' ol the I'.u on 

Rwer I rom lo.:.ll gr.11 icr>. He tin 111d 1 h.ll 
l'~tdl flt>od ",l, llll1l1lu.·.., hut rhcn· were 

>c•cr.al rq>(,lllllj: p.lltcnh. He '·"" IIH' 

I'Jroo tlul\ cd inw the D.uling RI\ er .11 

\\'ik.tn111.1 \Cr~ h:w rime' c.td\ '-cntuf\. 

.\lore lrl'lJUCnth, the D•rltng llund.:d 

nunh h.,,~ n11o 1h1· l'.uno. 

Cha rl~l'ill c 

Cuntt.lntull,s 
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flri.111 Timm~ de,crib~d the rilw ·" .1 

COlllpJcx 1\Ct\\'OI'k of iiii<I'COilllCCting. 
t.:h.lnnch with pcrm.tncnl w.llcrhull'\., 

log.num swamps. ramkd clavpans .md salt 
.tnd frcsh\1.\lcr l.tkcs 1: rn111 f..tnckt l 

illl.l~<:> tJkeol durin" the 1990 llood. 

King~ford c~tinutcd the ri\'cr .1nd its 

wet1.1nds covered more than one mtllion 

hcct.tn:!'o.. 

l hc l'aron llomlrl.llll h coloured ll\ 
dtl· ndt orhn.: con<.:s of Y:qH1uv.th tn.:~:s 

\1 hid1 .tre utli<llle to the 1'.1roo .1nd 
asso.:i.trcd rh•cr< .-\Iter a flood. 1\',ltcrbtrd~ 
of all types .1rri' c Ill numbers wludt , 

Jccmding. to Ridurd Kin!'o<fi>rd, 11\,11 the 

"orld re no" ncd "ctl.md' of K.1l...1du 
The ( urr~\" lu\ .L l..tkc-. (.tll ~upport 

m on: tllJil 2 50 ()()() \\ .Hcrbirds ot 111.111)' 

~peck~. K.ing,ford h." coumed 1hc r.1re 

lo'l'cklcd duck. 111 llllllthers m on: th:tn I 0 
()()() on the Like,, mJking. them rhc meN 

omport.IIH rcfug.c for i'rcdded duck 111 

.-\u.-r.tliJ. Mi!;>r.lltl l') \\adin!'> bird> Jrc 

kJ10wn to use these wctl.mds 111 1 he or ten' 

of thous.md•. 
"\Vc: know th:H divc1't111g \\',Her 

"P'II'c,om trnm t\u.rr:dtan ri,crs will 

tkgr.Hk the wctl.mds .tt the bottom end ,' 

King.<!t)l'tl ,.,id. 'The ".ucrbirds dedi ne in 
number; and ,!ivcrsity .1nd divc:ning water 
. 1lso .1tli:crs \\',ltnbord brccdml;l.' 
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D r Andrt:\\ Roulton fmm the: 
Unh·er<lt)' ot New Engl.1nd >.lid the 

\.tri.lblc flow< nf semi-.1rid ri' er< like the 

I'.Hno uc \' lt,ll rn 1hc survov.1 l of 

111\crwbr.ue,, l.trgd) hc:.;.tuw the) prm idc 
.1 '.trtcl\ of lubit.ll~. He '"id .l'ftLIIic 

it\\ errebr.Hcs kept rh·a, he.tllhy hy 
brc:Jk1ng. dnwn oq;J.n1~ mattc:r J.nd 
!Cnlmg cm .d~.1c and IUHftl~ tr.tu~t(>rmmg 

nurrkms .111d prm tdtng tiwd fnr fl,h, 
W.11<:rhorcb, .unphihi.111> .tnd rq>tilc, , 

Dt') in£, W.h \it.llto "etiJn<h t'mductivit)' · 

l·vodcoll:c was po-csem.:d by Dr ( ' r31!,t 

~duller from N'\\V Ft'hcroc' 1 h.•t river 

l't:,1!.uhuion IJ.vourcd ..:.ll'p o\l~l n~lll\ c lish. 

~~Hi' c lhh ~on1munitic' \H'n..· cfon1in .. 1nl 

in the l'aroo .tnd D.ll'ling Ri,·cr>, "bile 
<'Xotk spc.:•c:• \\'Cl'< dotnitl.lllt in the 

regu lated 1\lun.ly ·""' Alurr11mhodgcc 
fl\cr~. He 'aad ri\t.:l rcp.u l.1 titll1 da:-.nlfHCtl 

rhc reprnducti\'C cydc' of n.mvc fi,h , .tnd 

thco r food wcl". Dr Rolwn Wall> of 

Ch.1rk> Stul'l Uni,cr> it v wuned th.ll 

alr<·red rover flow< mogl11 to·agm<'lll rhc 
P.tron ·, gcneti<'.t ll y· th>tinct golden perd1 

popul.uion' itH<-1 un' i.tbk brc:cdins uni1 ..... 
I he lack of p lams nn the lower 

reaches of 1hc h ighlv ·rcgu l.ucd i\lurr.t), 

Murrumbid!:(C<' .md l..ldtl.lll Riwrs w.1s 
consideo'c<i by l>r J.u1e 1\.uhcrt< from 

(':O,IKO L md :md IV:ucr .11 Grtllioh . Her 

Above: Lake W y:1ra, one o f the Currawinya 

lakes near Hungcrford in Queensland, 

sometimes supports more than I 00 000 

watcrbirds. 

Left: Tongo Lake, an overOow take at the 

bottom end of the Paroo, just north of 

W ilcannia, NSW. Lignum growing in the lake 

provides habitat for breeding freckled duck. 

rcscJrch h.1s •ought to unJcrst.1nJ 
whether pfam, used to grow Jlong these 

river", \\hen~ rhc\' ~rcw ,l iH.I wht:n and 

wlw rhcy d osnppcared. These <JUCSI ion' 
h"e hccn dillicu lt f<> .m,wer due to .1 I.Kk 

of' scic111ili.: M udics .md poor hiMoroc.1 l 
do.:umcrH3tion of w;llCr plant~, either in 
ri,·crs ur billabongs or tlootipl.lins. 

Robc.::rL\ u~cd or.1l ln:;..torv to produrc 

• ,, picture of 1 he pn't in pcupk ·, own 

"ords' li>r lite l .. ~.:h l.tn R"·cr 1 '" opfll'>IIC 

page). I' ice illS tu ge t her t hc•c i "'i)'.lll' 
showed that the river had been dlallj!ing 

'inee the B<)41h, but that the 111<>-t 

drnnu1 ic ~h :tngc was dur111t!o 1 he I 'J70s. 

··1 hi> coincided wuh incr~a>ed ri' er 

regu lation .1> "ell ~> the >prc•d of <.1rp 
.1nd the Ios' of river p lant>.' sho: said. 

llr Peter l'.lirwe.nheo· •. 1l~<> from 

C~ l RO I ;u~<l .11od Water. htoad~ .1 re,e:trch 

IC311l .11 t;ritJirh tmdcn.Jking \\',Heo qu.tlil\ 

research 111 the t\1uJTumb,dg.cc lrngauon 

t\rc.t of MHIIhem NSW .tnd the ~mtun · 

gmwmg regoons of sourhcrn Quccnsl~nd 
and nunhcrn N~ IV 

Faiowcathcr sJid ltlr SO% uf 1he im)'.· 

arinn 'cason, agncu lrura l chcnHcals 111 

river:-. .1nd \.\C LI.1nd' cx~ccdcd Cll\'iron 

mental guidelines. Such chcmic.1 ls lud 

l>cen dctccr.:d in :-.:sw and Q11ccnsl.111d 

river.. :;..non :l lu;r t.:.ll:tsr rophk lio;h kills . 



1\iodn·cr>ttl' or invcnebr.ltc comm

unities w:ts lower in rivc.:r~ .uH.I '' ctlanc.b 
rhor rcCel\·ed trrtgatiO tl dr.tin.agc, 
Fa an• eathcr ~;ud. 'Chcnucal lc~ks can b.: 

reduced through hcot-pracuce manage
mcnr, bu1 nowhere: yet h.\\<: we seen 
" le ak -proof" ~() l)t:li nrn cnt,' he sa id. 
'lntroduciug irrig.ucd farming 10 rhc 
l'.>roo rcgaon would inc•·iublv intrcKiuce 
dtcmic.,ls to the 11\cr and 11' wet lands: 

The l'.troo Rive r A;,oci;ll ion 

concluded the workshop with ;a c.tll to the 
Quccnsl.wd, NSW and Federal gO\'· 
crnmcnts to rcjc<:t commcn:iJI arrigation 
applications ~long the J>uoo lti\ Cr 'yotcm, 
.lotd fnr management pbm w tr.;·at the 
river system ill it' couircty. 

C larilicato<>ll w.as rcquc;tcd of the 
proccs•cs b'· whtch the !\order Ri"ers 
Commission determined pnhcacs un the 
l'aroo Ri\'cr, and a major stud)' into the 
ora l l ai~wry of th.: Paroo River .tnd its 
people - w e,t.tb li'h a bendtmark for 
future: studies intn thi~ n\'Cr svMcru - "-a~ 

rccommt=nded hnally, the the Pamo 
Ri,er A.sociation .ISked to be comultcd 
and included in fu rther devc lupmcnt• 
.1fli:cting the river's future. 

A desirable process? 

Scientific e\'idcncc JHC,Cilted at the 
I h ongcrford work$hop demonstrated to 

the Qucen,l.1nd Dcpanmcnt of Naru ral 

Rc•ourccs the ecologica l ,igmlicance of 
the J>aroo RI\ er ')'Stem. 01\'crtin~ water 
upstream from Australian rl\'cr' degrades 
wctlancls ar the bo ttom end of the river. 

l'aqoralisrs rdvmg on floods tO replenish 
their puturc.' .tl~o arc atfccrcd. 

The department's Chark\lllc diStrict 
manager, Fr:tnk Walker, said the "eight 
of objcctiool to thl' water divcr'tons had 

prompted a moratorium on dealing with 

li.:cucc appl il:at iuu• un til :1 l'aa·oo River 
W.ttcr J\'Jana~cmcm Plan w.ts p1'l'p.trcd. 

Walker ~.tid the Water Maaugemcnt 
Plan would t.tkc uno account the 'iOCial, 
cconomi.: .md ecological v.tlucs of rhc 
l'aron River ')''tcm, and the poten ti al 
impacts and benefits of irrigation. The 
Plan would he JOinth- prl'p.Hl'd by 
QuccaHiantl .md NSW and would .:over 
the whole of the l'aroo R"cr c;uduncnt. 
Comments ,lltd objccti<Jol' fmon interested 
parries would h~· considered in .1 process 
Ull<:ctcd tn be .:omplctctlut 1998 

The last frce · llo" ing rt\ er an the 
~ lurroy-Darhng Basin ha; wnn a 
tc1nporaqr rcp1'1evc, thank' 10 the 
.;ombined voice; of environmental 

managers, ,cien to 't' and landholdcr., ~nd 
the department'~ "illingne-s w li,tcn . Bm 
1< this .t dcsirJblc \\3\' of addn:.'"ng water 
matugement i;,ucs? 

NSW N.tto<•n~ l l'arks and Wild life 
Ser,' ice ewloght Dr Ri ch~rd Kingsford 
remains skcptic.ll of Quccml.1nd's water 
.lllocation pnx:e<S for four major rca,ons. 

The fif't rc13rcs to the role of 
Queensland's Department of Natural 
ltcmurccs 3\ the sole dctca·minant of' 
.rrigatinn application<. ' In NSW. 
conscn·ation Jgencics - ;uch as the 
National Park' and Wildlife Service and 
the Environment Pmrcctioll Au thority 
have sonlc: ~.l)' ln dctcrmi r11ng w~ucr 
policcs,' he sJ~d 'This allo\\'s expertise 
and .tdvice to b.: prmided "Inch ensures 
much more <lf' a balance to warcr 
mallagcmellt .' 

Kinyfurd'o second concern relates ro 

water regulation. ·The irrig.unr~ on the 
l'aron ha,·e apphed tor three brgc 
pumps,' he satd. 'But became the warer is 
free , there i> no need lor a 111e tcr. Thot 
makes monitoring and <:ontrol l in~; the 
water use <~hno'l nnpossiblc.' 

CSIRO's Or J•n~ Roberu has teamed with 

consultant aquatic plant ecologist Geoff Salnty to 

present an ecological history of the Lachlan River 

in Central New South W ales. The book, Llrttnint 

to tht Lochlan, presents the mr:moriM of some SO 

people who have lived and worked by the river, 

and remain in the area. Records of local 

historical societies have also been used. The 

•written memories• which range from the 

1920s t o th~ 1990s, are presented as source 

material for h1storians or river ecologists. People commonly remark 

on the precise types and abundance of fish, water plants and bird life that used to e xist. 

lt's clear from the book that biodiversity has declined . Nowadays would-be fishers compl•in 

there is nothing but carp. Ustenlnr to th• Lochlon costs $24.95 and Is available from Salnty and 

Auociotes (02) 9ll2 2661, fax (02) 9)] I 5372. 

ab 
Applications to Irrigate from the 

Paroo River have prompted objections 

from sclentjsts, conservationists, 

pastor&Jisu and resource management 

~.:encies concerned about pore.nrlaJ 

damage to the rov~r's ecology. 

Evidence of the effects of water 

regulation elsewhere in th~ Murray 

Oorllna Basin hou been presented in an 

~ffort to prot~ct the semo-uid and 

wetland habitatS of th~ Poroo. 
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The thard rca•on is the notilication 
prn\·cdurc 'In the past., \\,Ucr rc~our{'c 
J!;Cncics ha'e 'cldom adv1sed the 
ctunnHinuy .11 l.uge .1b0u1 irr ig:uinn 

applications.' he -:tid. 
Objectinon tu the i rritt·' tion a pp 

lications on the l'.tnK> were lfl' ucd lrom 

r.:sadcnrs within a .~l-kilnmc1re hmit. 
Only people ltvinp. inside this hountbl') 
aa·c ob le, under the Water Resou,.,;cs /\et, 

w .1ppcal agJ.in~t a department decision to 

the Quecn~l.111d Land Court. The 
Quccns!Jnd Dq>.Htment of NHural 
Rc<ourccs is nor legally bound oo hear 

object inns fi·om t\a rrhcr alicld. 
Finallv, Kingsrord ts wary of 

Qnccn~land's rcluctanct= to c.1p dl\'crsions 
lrom ri,·crs in the Murray Darhng Rosin 

to l \1\14 level~. 'Di\'usion; m Qu~·enslond 

onight be •mall .:omparcd to ut her M.ltc., 

hut they oho h,l\'C a snull pan of the 
ha,in (25%) .ultl more imporuntly, ther 

arc in the c:ttchmcm where the ri'·crs arc 
Mnalkr,' he ,aid. 

Confl kl over w.ncr mOlu:lgcmcnt in 
the Paroo, the J\l.t.:qn:Jric and d~ewhcre 

m the t\lurrar·Darling Ba.•in i, nm unlike 
<:onOicrs th;u h~\·e raged in rebtion to 
forests for dcL.~t.lc,. Like rrcc;, w.ner is a 

li111ited and prccaous resource, a< .1 rc rhe 

CCOS)'>tCrll> tl1.lt \llpport them. 
A key lc>son learned from conllict 

over Australian forests ha> been the need 

ro set up ·"' appropriate conllic t · 
rc~olution pro<.:c'' · The Paroo comrnunity 
highlighted the need for cnmultarion and 

trJnsparcnt so' crnrncnt rcnc'' ,, and £o 
heed scientific evidence of past nmtakes. 
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