
 

 

Traditional Owner engagement – what we heard 

BARMAH-MILLEWA FEASIBILITY STUDY 

Interim report  

December 2022 



 

 

 

Alluvium recognises and acknowledges the unique 
relationship and deep connection to Country shared by 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, as First 
Peoples and Traditional Owners of Australia. We pay our 
respects to their Cultures, Country and Elders past and 
present.  

Artwork by Vicki Golding. This piece was commissioned by Alluvium and has 
told our story of water across Country, from catchment to coast, with people 
from all cultures learning, understanding, sharing stories, walking to and 
talking at the meeting places as one nation. 

This report has been prepared by Alluvium Consulting Australia Pty Ltd for the Murray-Darling Basin Authority 
under the contract titled ‘Barmah-Millewa Feasibility Study’.  

Authors:  Lucie Bright 
Review:  Phil Duncan, Jamie Ewart 
Approved: Ross Hardie 
 
Version:  Interim – Final – Revision 1  
Date issued: 14 December 2022  
Issued to: Nicholas Cope, Murray-Darling Basin Authority 
Citation: Alluvium, 2022, Traditional Owner engagement: What we heard, report prepared by Alluvium 

Consulting Australia for the Murray-Darling Basin Authority, Canberra 

This report was written by Alluvium Consulting Australia Pty Ltd for the Murray–Darling Basin Authority. The 
views expressed in this document are those of Alluvium Consulting Australia Pty Ltd and may not reflect the 
views of the MDBA. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International Licence. To 
view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0 or send a letter to Creative 
Commons, PO Box 1866, Mountain View, CA 94042, USA. 

Cover image:  abstract river image, Shutterstock  

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


 

Barmah-Millewa Feasibility Study: Traditional owner engagement  1 

Contents 

1 Engagement overview ............................................................................................................................ 2 

1.1 Engagement objectives ................................................................................................................................ 2 

1.2 Engagement process .................................................................................................................................... 2 

2 Summary of outcomes ........................................................................................................................... 3 

2.1 Option 1 – Riverworks .................................................................................................................................. 3 

2.2 Option 2 – Sediment management .............................................................................................................. 3 

2.3 Option 3 – Transfers to Tar-Ru .................................................................................................................... 4 

2.4 Option 4 – MIL options ................................................................................................................................. 4 

2.5 Option 5 – Victorian options ........................................................................................................................ 5 

2.6 Option 6 – Snowy transfers .......................................................................................................................... 5 

3 Next steps .............................................................................................................................................. 5 

Appendix A – ‘What we heard’ memos ................................................................................................................... 6 

 

 

  



 

Barmah-Millewa Feasibility Study: Traditional owner engagement  2 

1 Engagement overview 

The Barmah-Millewa Feasibility Study Project (BMFS, or ‘the Study’) is exploring the merits of a range of options 
to maintain, and where possible, restore the amount of water that could be delivered downstream of the 
Barmah-Millewa Reach. Due to accumulation of sediment in the Reach there has been a decline in the bankfull 
flow rate in this location which limits the amount of water that can travel downstream before water flows from 
the river and inundates the adjoining Barmah-Millewa Forest. The Study builds on work that has been 
undertaken over several years to investigate why the bankfull flow rate is declining in this reach of the River 
Murray. 

The Murray-Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) engaged Alluvium Consulting Australia (Alluvium) to undertake the 
Study. As a part of the Study, social and cultural impacts were investigated and included engagement activities 
with Traditional Owners, in addition to ongoing engagement by the MDBA and state agencies such as 
Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning. The focus of this report is to summarise the targeted 
engagement undertaken by Alluvium Consulting, as a part of the Feasibility Study phase. 

Where possible, Alluvium has sought in-person meetings with Traditional Owner groups identified as 
stakeholders in the Community and Stakeholder Engagement Plan (2022) for the BMFS. 

Engagement is planned to continue beyond the 2022 study period. As a consequence, this is an interim report 
based on engagement to date. Reporting on Traditional Owner feedback on the options and Study will be 
updated following planned engagement in late 2022 and early 2023. Further, and as options or suites of options 
proceed, the MDBA and state agencies will continue engaging with Traditional Owners to inform and consult on 
more detailed plans to address capacity issues in the Barmah-Millewa Reach and the associated social, cultural 
and environmental impacts and benefits of intervention options.  

1.1 Engagement objectives 
Alluvium sought to meet with Traditional Owner stakeholder groups to provide information about the BMFS and 
each of the options and to seek feedback on those options. This engagement was undertaken based on pre-
existing relationships with the MBDA and engagement activities already undertaken directly by the MDBA, such 
as online information sessions. 

The primary objectives of the in-person meetings with Traditional Owner groups were to:  

• Provide information 
o about the BMFS and overall project objectives  
o individual options and the concept of suites of options (combining a number of options 

together) 

• Discuss with the group their values in the region and for the River Murray system, and how particular 
options may impact on such values 

• To receive feedback from Traditional Owner groups on 
o any preferences for options  
o any concerns regarding any of the options 

• Gather the feedback in a form that represented Traditional Owner views and suitable for submission to 
the MDBA to inform this Study 

• Build and maintain relationships for ongoing engagement 

1.2 Engagement process 
Alluvium’s Phil Duncan led the engagement process, reaching out to groups firstly in the Barmah-Millewa and 
Edward-Kolety – Wakool regions. To date, in-person meetings have been held with: 

• Deniliquin Local Aboriginal Land Council (LALC) 

• Cummeragunja Local Aboriginal Land Council (LALC) 

• Joint Indigenous Group 
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• Yarkuwa Indigenous Knowledge Centre 

• Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation 

• Bangerang Aboriginal Corporation 

Alluvium staff, Phil Duncan, Ross Hardie and Lucie Bright, travelled to the region to meet with these groups on 
August 9th and 10th 2022. Outcomes of these meetings are presented in Section 2. For each of these meetings 
Alluvium produced a memo summarising ‘what we heard’ and submitted the memo to the group for review, 
comments and clarification as to whether any messages required modifying. The intent throughout the 
engagement process was to be transparent about how their knowledge and feedback was to be used, and to 
ensure each group felt heard and their views accurately represented. The memos are provided as Appendix A. 

Groups in the mid-Murray storages and Tar-Ru regions have been engaged, with future meetings planned for 
late 2022 / early 2023.  Alluvium contacted the following Traditional Owner groups in the region: 

• Barapa Barapa Wamba Wemba for Country Steering Committee 

• Wiran Corporation 

• Barapa Country Aboriginal Corporation 

• Dareton Local Aboriginal Land Council (LALC) 

• Barkandji Maraura Elders Council 

The Riverina Local Land Service (NSW) has been contacted to aid Traditional Owner engagement on the Snowy 
Transfers option.  Due to the scale of the Murrumbidgee system and the limited scale of the Snowy Transfers 
option, in-person Traditional Owner engagement on this option has been deferred, pending resolution on 
whether this option progresses to the next phase of investigations.  

2 Summary of outcomes 

Discussion with Traditional Owner groups was wide-ranging and allowed numerous voices to be heard – some in 
agreement with each other, and some in opposition. There was an overall recognition of the important need to 
address the issues of sand cumulation and bank erosion, and the associated reduction in bankfull flow rate 
through the Reach – not only for economic and social reasons (to secure food production and employment), but 
for the protection and management of environmental and cultural values.  

Voices were passionate about the restoration of more natural, seasonal flow regimes and protection of sites 
such as Barmah-Millewa and Werai Forests, and other sites of cultural significance (e.g. burial sites). 

2.1 Option 1 – River works 
There was general agreement on the inclusion and implementation of Option 1. Groups were concerned about 
the loss of riverbanks for a range of reasons, including both environmental and cultural. One group highlighted 
that in some areas of the region, there has been a need to relocate burial sites that were at risk or already 
impacted by erosion.  

The cause of riverbank erosion was a point of discussion with the groups, with several individuals raising the 
issue of river operations (high, sustained flows) and loss of vegetation as causes. There was interest in the types 
of repair and stabilisation measures proposed.  

Ongoing engagement and consultation on materials and methods of stabilisation is recommended, along with 
discussion with relevant groups on potential sites of cultural significance – to either protect the sites from 
erosion, or to ensure protection of sites from construction work in stabilisation works.  

2.2 Option 2 – Sediment management 
Removal of sand from the Barmah-Millewa Reach was an issue of concern expressed by all groups. The cause of 
the sand accumulation in the reach was a point of major discussion in our meetings. While many individuals 
acknowledged that removal of sand is technically the most obvious solution to the ongoing reduction in capacity 
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of the River Murray, there was great concern among almost all groups about how the sand was to be removed 
and the impacts of doing so, including: 

• Environmental impacts of removing sand – disturbing aquatic life, re-suspension of any contaminants 
in the sand  

• Potential disturbance or exposure of ancestors in the riverbed 

While several groups were accepting of the idea to remove sand, they were against the use of mechanical 
dredging.  A lower impact solution comprising a vacuum/suction method was considered more acceptable.  

Concern was expressed about the contents and quality of the removed material. It was suggested that the 
material should be stockpiled for testing and monitoring prior to subsequent transport and reuse. 

Groups expressed the need for the source of the sand accumulation to be further investigated and for the focus 
to be on the upstream end of the ‘sand slug’. There were a range of opinions about the source and timeframe of 
accumulation of sand.  

One group in particular, took issue with this option and the Study more broadly. They told us that the focus of 
removing sand should be driven by environmental and cultural impact, not restoring capacity, and that this 
alternate focus should form the basis of option development and decision making.  

2.3 Option 3 – Transfers to Tar-Ru 
Traditional Owner groups were generally in agreement that Ta Ru transfers along the River Murray in 
winter/spring and then subsequent release in summer/autumn for release was vastly preferable to 
summer/autumn transfers. Traditional Owners acknowledged that this timing of transfers aligned with a natural 
flow regime for the River Murray. 

Preservation and protection of burial remains at Tar-Ru was essential to Traditional Owners. 

2.4 Option 4 – MIL options 
The groups did not express major concerns about the use of the Murray Irrigation Limited (MIL) network to 
bypass flows around the Reach. However, there were a number of responses that expressed a general 
preference for transfer of water in the winter/spring months. The MIL option was considered acceptable, but 
not preferable to most groups. 

Discussion occurred on the impacts on the Edward-Kolety – Wakool region from the implementation of the 
Basin Plan. Comments included the noted drop in population in Deniliquin (ostensibly due to water recovery 
actions), with related social and economic impacts. One group indicated that it would like to see benefits 
returned to the Deniliquin community, if the MIL options were to be used to address the declining capacity in 
the Barmah-Millewa Reach. That group noted that one of these benefits could include investment in the MIL 
option. 

Some individuals noted ecological values in the Edward-Kolety – Wakool river system, including cod breeding in 
the upper Wakool and Yallakool Rivers – and told us that water should not inundate river benches, where carp 
will breed. 

Downstream on the Edward-Kolety River, Werai Forest (also known as Central Murray Forests, and is a Ramsar 
site) is very important to Yarkuwa Indigenous Knowledge Centre and they would like to ensure it is protected 
(avoiding or reducing impacts on access due to high water level in the Edward-Kolety River). Getting water into 
Reedy Creek and Neimur River at Werai Forest is encouraged. While no works are planned for the Edward-
Kolety River, as a part of this option, modification of flows in the Edward-Kolety River could be explored in later 
stages of this option development. 

Groups advised that the MIL option also needs to ensure fish are not stranded in canals – or translocation may 
be needed. 
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2.5 Option 5 – Victorian options 
Meetings have only been held with a limited number of Traditional Owner groups in Victoria. As a consequence, 
commentary on the Victorian options is limited pending consultation with other Traditional Owner groups.  

Groups expressed a preference for modifying river operations to enable more water down the Barmah-Millewa 
Reach in winter and spring – with the corresponding storage options seen more favourably than the options 
that moved water around the reach in summer. Thus, the Victorian Mid-Murray storages option was considered 
preferable. 

One Traditional Owner group expressed a view that the Victorian options that moved water around the Barmah-
Millewa Reach would be ‘too difficult’. This opinion did not extend to the mid-Murray storages option, which 
was not considered objectionable. 

2.6 Option 6 – Snowy transfers 
This option was not well received by the groups in the Edward-Kolety – Wakool region. Traditional Owner 
groups were of the opinion that this would be the least efficient due to large water losses in the transfers and 
the long travel time for transferred water.  

In terms of cultural values, there was a resistance to the movement of bulk water into and out of major systems, 
with the sentiment expressed that water should not be taken out of the upper and mid River Murray system 
due to its importance to these reaches. 

3 Next steps 

There are future meetings planned with Traditional Owner groups and outcomes from these meetings will be 
included in final report. 

As MDBA progresses the BMFS more broadly, continued engagement and follow-ups with Traditional Owner 
groups will be necessary to ensure the values and voices of Traditional Owners are respected and heard. Such 
engagement will be required to maintain and strengthen existing relationships with Traditional Owners.  
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Appendix A – ‘What we heard’ memos 
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What we heard 

Subject  Barmah Millewa Feasibility Study – options presentation and consultation 

Group Bangerang Cultural Centre members  

Meeting date 

and location 

10 August 2022, Bangerang Cultural Centre. 

 

Barmah Millewa Feasibility Study 

The Barmah Millewa Reach (also known as the ‘Barmah Choke’) is a naturally occurring narrow section of the 
River Murray where it flows through the Barmah-Millewa Forest, between Tocumwal in NSW and Barmah in 
Victoria.  

Over the past 30 years, the flow capacity through the reach has reduced significantly, meaning 20% less water 
can flow through the reach. This reduction in capacity impacts on both the condition of the adjoining forests 
and the delivery of water to downstream communities and entitlement holders.  

Studies have found there is a very large quantity of sand accumulating in the reach and that it is a combination 
of this sand accumulation and bank erosion that is leading to this loss in channel capacity. It is estimated that 
between Picnic Point and Yarrawonga Weir there is enough sand to fill around 13 Melbourne Cricket Grounds 
(approximately 20 million cubic metres). 

Without intervention, the capacity of the reach will continue to decline as sand accumulates and bank erosion 
removes the natural levees that protect from inundation. It is expected the impact of the accumulated sand 
(reduced river capacity) will further damage the river ecology, impact cultural sites, reduce access to 
recreational sites and risk delivery of water entitlements. 

The Murray-Darling Basin Ministerial Council has initiated a study to investigate options to maintain and, if 
possible, restore the amount of water that be delivered downstream of the Barmah-Millewa 
reach. Reinstatement of flows to the 1980’s flow rate of 11,300 ML/day is one possible outcome. 

Six options were presented for discussion in the meeting to provide more information on the options and to 
seek input from the various groups and individuals on what they might see as benefits or disadvantages to each 
option. We sought to answer questions and to better understand concerns of the group. Feedback from this 
meeting will be incorporated in the study as direct input to the assessment of each option in terms of the social, 
environmental and cultural impact proposed works may have. 
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What we heard 

The group are interested in the program, how best to find a solution, and what may benefit the environment. 
Feedback was provided on all six options, with an overall preference to use a storage solution that meant water 
would flow at higher rates in the winter and spring months. 

Option 1 – River works and bank stabilisation 
The group was in agreement with this option and were interested to know more about possible solutions to 
stabilising and restoring banks (including the suggested use of pile fields as an option for erosion management – 
see below images). 

  

Option 2 – Sediment removal 
While the group were accepting of the idea to remove sand, they were against the use of mechanical dredging.  
A lower impact solution that was a vacuum/suction method was considered more acceptable.  

Concern was expressed about the contents and quality of the removed material and they endorsed the idea of 
stockpiling the material to test and monitor it. 
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Option 3 – Transfer to Tar-Ru (Lake Victoria) 
The transfer to Tar-Ru for storage and then release was favourable to group as it meant water would be 
transferred in the River Murray in winter/spring months. 

Option 4 – MIL option 
The option to deliver water around the Narrows in summer/autumn months was considered acceptable, but 
less favourable to storage options (option 3 and 5). 

Option 5 – Victorian infrastructure 
The use of waterways and land in Victoria was considered ‘too difficult’ due to local Aboriginal politics of the 
region. The exception to this was the proposal to send water to the mid-Murray storages, near Swan Hill. 

Option 6 – Transfer from Snowy Mountains via Murrumbidgee  
This option was not well received as it was considered highly likely as least efficient due to large water losses in 
the transfer and the long time required to transfer the water. 
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What we heard 

Subject  Barmah Millewa Feasibility Study – options presentation and consultation 

Groups Deniliquin Local Aboriginal Land Council, Cummeragunja Local Aboriginal Land Council, 

Joint Indigenous Group, NSW Department of Planning and Environment 

Meeting date 

and location 

9 August 2022, Deniliquin Local Aboriginal Land Council offices. 

Barmah Millewa Feasibility Study 

The Barmah Millewa Reach (also known as the ‘Barmah Choke’) is a naturally occurring narrow section of the 
River Murray where it flows through the Barmah-Millewa Forest, between Tocumwal in NSW and Barmah in 
Victoria.  

Over the past 30 years, the flow capacity through the reach has reduced significantly, meaning 20% less water 
can flow through the reach. This reduction in capacity impacts on both the condition of the adjoining forests 
and the delivery of water to downstream communities and entitlement holders.  

Studies have found there is a very large quantity of sand accumulating in the reach and that it is a combination 
of this sand accumulation and bank erosion that is leading to this loss in channel capacity. It is estimated that 
between Picnic Point and Yarrawonga Weir there is enough sand to fill around 13 Melbourne Cricket Grounds 
(approximately 20 million cubic metres). 

Without intervention, the capacity of the reach will continue to decline as sand accumulates and bank erosion 
removes the natural levees that protect from inundation. It is expected the impact of the accumulated sand 
(reduced river capacity) will further damage the river ecology, impact cultural sites, reduce access to 
recreational sites and risk delivery of water entitlements. 

The Murray-Darling Basin Ministerial Council has initiated a study to investigate options to maintain and, if 
possible, restore the amount of water that be delivered downstream of the Barmah-Millewa 
reach. Reinstatement of flows to the 1980’s flow rate of 11,300 ML/day is one possible outcome. 

Six options were presented for discussion in the meeting to provide more information on the options and to 
seek input from the various groups and individuals on what they might see as benefits or disadvantages to each 
option. We sought to answer questions and to better understand concerns of the group. Feedback from this 
meeting will be incorporated in the study as direct input to the assessment of each option in terms of the social, 
environmental and cultural impact proposed works may have. 
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What we heard 

The group is passionate about the health of the river system and environment – both locally in the Barmah-
Millewa region and concerned about downstream communities and regions such as Tar-Ru (Lake Victoria). 
There was a strong preference to change the way the river is managed to bring back a more natural, seasonal 
flow regime that would benefit the land. 

How has the problem occurred? 
Discussion around how the current ‘sand slug’ has occurred considered a range of possible causes: 

- lack of overbank flows that would otherwise distribute sand and sediment onto floodplains 
- land management practice 
- mining upstream 
- loss of vegetation on river banks that would otherwise stabilise banks and prevent loss of sediment 
- policy governing the transference of water through the system 

The group felt the study should look at the cause of the problem and not just the ‘symptoms’. In order to 
prevent ongoing decline the study should ensure that sources of sand are not going to continually enter the 
system, or, address this issue at the source (upstream) then at the Narrows. 

Concerns about sand removal 
A range of opinions were expressed about dredging as the means for removing sand from the River Murray with 
an overall preference to limit this action or not commence at all. There is concern about how dredging may 
disturb the river bed and aquatic life and was broadly considered negative for the community. 

There were some scenarios that were more acceptable and included reuse of removed material to restore 
eroded banks. In the vein of addressing the source of the issue, sand removal should be focussed at the 
upstream end of the ‘sand slug’. Additionally, sand bars near the surface could be prioritised for targeted 
removal of sand. 

To prevent the need for dredging there should also be a focus on bank stabilisation that should include thinning 
of the forest near the bank edge. 
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River operations 
The group expressed agreement in preference to modify river operations that would enable more water down 
the Barmah Millewa Reach in winter and spring – with the corresponding storage options seen more favourably 
than the options that moved water around the reach in summer. Thus, the Victorian mid-Murray storages and 
the filling of Tar-Ru (Lake Victoria) were considered preferable. 

Temporary overbank flows for 6-8 weeks in winter-spring would also allow for deposition of silt on floodplains 
(up to any levees) without a major impact on community/social access. Reduction and variability of flow in 
summer would be ideal. 

Any changes to river operations/flow management should ensure fish and bird breeding cycles can be 
completed. 

Change in recreation 
It was noted that historically the reach between Tocumwal and Barmah was hugely popular for camping and 
recreation and is now deserted. An improvement in river and riparian conditions may provide greater 
opportunity for recreation in this location. 

Ecological impacts 
There should be recognition of the function Barmah Forest provides to ecological health – they are the ‘kidneys’ 
of the River Murray. 

There is cod breeding in the upper Wakool and Yallakool Rivers – 400-600 ML/day is a good rate for breeding – 
but water should not inundate river benches, where carp will breed. The Murray Irrigation Limited option 
(option 4) needs to prevent stranding fish in canals – or translocation may be needed. 

Tar-Ru (option 3) 
Preservation and protection of buried skeletal remains essential. 

Transfer from Snowy Mountains via Murrumbidgee (option 6) 
This option was not well received and there is resistance to the movement of bulk water in to and out of major 
systems. Water should not be taken out of the (upper) Murray system as it is important there. 

It was also considered highly likely as least efficient due to large water losses in the transfer. 
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What we heard 

Subject  Barmah Millewa Feasibility Study – options presentation and consultation 

Group Yarkuwa Indigenous Knowledge Centre 

Meeting date 

and location 

9 August 2022, Yarkuwa Indigenous Knowledge Centre. 

 

Barmah Millewa Feasibility Study 

The Barmah Millewa Reach (also known as the ‘Barmah Choke’) is a naturally occurring narrow section of the 
River Murray where it flows through the Barmah-Millewa Forest, between Tocumwal in NSW and Barmah in 
Victoria.  

Over the past 30 years, the flow capacity through the reach has reduced significantly, meaning 20% less water 
can flow through the reach. This reduction in capacity impacts on both the condition of the adjoining forests 
and the delivery of water to downstream communities and entitlement holders.  

Studies have found there is a very large quantity of sand accumulating in the reach and that it is a combination 
of this sand accumulation and bank erosion that is leading to this loss in channel capacity. It is estimated that 
between Picnic Point and Yarrawonga Weir there is enough sand to fill around 13 Melbourne Cricket Grounds 
(approximately 20 million cubic metres). 

Without intervention, the capacity of the reach will continue to decline as sand accumulates and bank erosion 
removes the natural levees that protect from inundation. It is expected the impact of the accumulated sand 
(reduced river capacity) will further damage the river ecology, impact cultural sites, reduce access to 
recreational sites and risk delivery of water entitlements. 

The Murray-Darling Basin Ministerial Council has initiated a study to investigate options to maintain and, if 
possible, restore the amount of water that be delivered downstream of the Barmah-Millewa 
reach. Reinstatement of flows to the 1980’s flow rate of 11,300 ML/day is one possible outcome. 

Six options were presented for discussion in the meeting to provide more information on the options and to 
seek input from the various groups and individuals on what they might see as benefits or disadvantages to each 
option. We sought to answer questions and to better understand concerns of the group. Feedback from this 
meeting will be incorporated in the study as direct input to the assessment of each option in terms of the social, 
environmental and cultural impact proposed works may have. 
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What we heard  
 
Aunty Janette and Uncle David were both well versed in the proposed options and have attended other 
information sessions on this study by the MDBA. Discussion focussed on the work that Yarkuwa Indigenous 
Knowledge Centre is doing to support and direct change in this region, including a ranger program, and how 
best to bring benefits to the area.  
 

The ‘sand slug’ problem  
The group would like more information on how addressing the ‘sand slug’ will impact the upstream reach. 
They would also like to see acknowledgement that there are other choke points in the system. There was 
question over the source of the sand and how it got to the present location.  
 
In terms of impact on the riverbank – both river operation and impact of boat wake were considered sources 
of erosion.  
 

Ecological values  
Werai Forest (also known as Central Murray Forests) is a Ramsar site but typically is not recognised in 
government programs. Werai Forest is very important to Yarkuwa Indigenous Knowledge Centre and they 
would like to ensure it is protected (avoiding or reducing impacts on access due to high water level in the 
Edward-Kolety River). Getting water into Reedy Creek and Neimur River at Werai Forest is encouraged.  
 
The group would also like to investigate the possibility of a study into whether cultural burns can reduce the 
risk of blackwater events. This may contribute to improving the health of various creeks throughout the region.  
 
Small offshoots from the Edward-Kolety River aren’t flowing due to filling in and growth of redgums – they 
would like to see more water enter the landscape naturally. The Werai station property owner, Dennis 
Gleeson, is seen as an ally in getting water into the landscape.  
 
A separate program proposed by Murray Irrigation Limited (MIL) that released water from the irrigation 
network to wetlands (without requiring flooding or overbank flows) was favourable to the group as they would 
like to see more watering of wetlands.  
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Cultural concerns  
With respect to the river works program (option 1) the group were also concerned about loss of riverbank as 
this has already resulted in the need to relocate burial sites in the Gulpa Forest. Prioritisation of riverbank 
stabilisation/restoration works should be mindful of this concern.  
 

Community role  
Discussion was had around the impacts on the Edward-Kolety – Wakool region from the implementation of the 
Murray Darling Basin Plan. There has been a drop in population in Deniliquin, with related social and economic 
impacts. They would like to see benefits to this same region if the community is being asked to assist addressing 
the shortfall issue at the Barmah-Millewa reach. One of these benefits could be investing in the Murray 
Irrigation Limited option (option 4). 
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What we heard 

Subject  Barmah Millewa Feasibility Study – options presentation and consultation 

Group Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation 

Meeting date 

and location 

10 August 2022, Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation office, Barmah. 

 

Barmah Millewa Feasibility Study 

The Barmah Millewa Reach (also known as the ‘Barmah Choke’) is a naturally occurring narrow section of the 
River Murray where it flows through the Barmah-Millewa Forest, between Tocumwal in NSW and Barmah in 
Victoria.  

Over the past 30 years, the flow capacity through the reach has reduced significantly, meaning 20% less water 
can flow through the reach. This reduction in capacity impacts on both the condition of the adjoining forests 
and the delivery of water to downstream communities and entitlement holders.  

Studies have found there is a very large quantity of sand accumulating in the reach and that it is a combination 
of this sand accumulation and bank erosion that is leading to this loss in channel capacity. It is estimated that 
between Picnic Point and Yarrawonga Weir there is enough sand to fill around 13 Melbourne Cricket Grounds 
(approximately 20 million cubic metres). 

Without intervention, the capacity of the reach will continue to decline as sand accumulates and bank erosion 
removes the natural levees that protect from inundation. It is expected the impact of the accumulated sand 
(reduced river capacity) will further damage the river ecology, impact cultural sites, reduce access to 
recreational sites and risk delivery of water entitlements. 

The Murray-Darling Basin Ministerial Council has initiated a study to investigate options to maintain and, if 
possible, restore the amount of water that be delivered downstream of the Barmah-Millewa 
reach. Reinstatement of flows to the 1980’s flow rate of 11,300 ML/day is one possible outcome. 

Six options were presented for discussion in the meeting to provide more information on the options and to 
seek input from the various groups and individuals on what they might see as benefits or disadvantages to each 
option. We sought to answer questions and to better understand concerns of the group. Feedback from this 
meeting will be incorporated in the study as direct input to the assessment of each option in terms of the social, 
environmental and cultural impact proposed works may have. 
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What we heard 

A wide-ranging conversation was had about the Barmah Millewa Feasibility Study and the actions and 
management of water and Country more broadly. We heard expressed a great frustration with the current river 
operations and a need to recognise the damage that has been caused by past and current management of the 
river and water. There is a reluctance to talk about solutions to a problem that has not been acknowledged as 
being near-catastrophic for Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation. The problem of a reduced capacity in the 
Barmah Millewa Reach is seen differently by Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation, as they believe they 
have different priorities and drivers in their care of the Barmah-Millewa region. 

There is acknowledgement that Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation have different objectives to that 
being sought by the MDBA, which means communication does not feel productive as Yorta Yorta Nation 
Aboriginal Corporation do not feel they are heard and understood.  

Evidence and understanding 
There was much discussion about the cause of the current problem with reduced water flow capacity through 
The Narrows, and the proposed cause of the movement of sand into the reach from a geomorphology 
perspective. Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation do not see the same risk of avulsion of the River Murray 
as is suggested by the government. Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation have not been provided sufficient 
evidence to support this risk of avulsion (the likelihood or consequence) and/or sense of urgency in addressing 
it. Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation believe that an avulsion would occur naturally, but that the 
operation of the River Murray by government is increasing the pace of change. 

Acknowledgement of the reason for this study – demand by downstream water users – is desired by Yorta Yorta 
Nation Aboriginal Corporation. 

Sand in The Narrows 
Sampling of the sediment by MDBA has reported presence of heavy metals. Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal 
Corporation are concerned heavy metals may (or already) impact the health of the river water and groundwater 
– with potential associated effects on the health of people and animals. A gap in knowledge exists here and 
without more information being provided it is hard for Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation to know if the 
presence of the sand is causing a problem to health of Country and people, and not just impacting river 
capacity. 
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Removal of sand may also expose Yorta Yorta ancestors and thus is not considered acceptable. 

The focus of removing sand should be driven by environmental and cultural impacts – not about increasing 
capacity. This alternate focus should form the basis of option development and decision making. Whether the 
sale of removed sand may be an income stream for Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation is not considered 
important in this matter. 

Restoring variability in flows 
While the proposition of increased winter/spring watering of Barmah Forest was acknowledged as good, it was 
considered that it would take several years for groundwater systems to recharge. 

Due to the prolonged change in river system operation, restoring more of a ‘natural’ flow regime (e.g. flooding 
of Barmah Forest in winter/spring) may cause a different kind of damage, as soils have changed in this time and 
may not respond as they would have historically.  

Real change 
The group expressed mistrust in various programs being proposed (e.g. this study, Victorian constraints) as 
insufficient to address underlying problems.   

The constraints program is considered a ‘variation’ to the current operation and the original contract in water 
operations – not an actual change to river management. 

Scepticism of environmental watering plans was expressed, with a sense that as these are being set by the 
water managers, they are not truly independent of influence of traditional river operation. 

The inclusion of environmental assessment in this study is seen as relatively tokenistic – it is included to ‘protect 
what’s left’. 

Recognition and respect 
Whilst Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation engaged on this matter of the BMFS, they want to 
acknowledge that this does not mean they accept the study or approve of its intended outcomes. 

Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation wants these options designed from a Country, people and 
environmental perspective and would like to be involved in the co-designing of what these options would be like 
on their country. 

Yorta Yorta Nation Aboriginal Corporation would like to be a part of the conversation with the MDBA but need 
to be recognised and respected as an equal party. They propose the precautionary principle in matters of 
remedying the hurt to Country and do not endorse the solution to the problem being brought about by the 
people they consider having caused it in the first place.  

 


