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Q Executive summary

monitoring and management actions. In addition,
VRFDOOHG¶WUDIÀFOLJKW·DVVHVVPHQWVDUHSURYLGHGDJDLQVW

In 1985, Australia designated the Coorong and Lakes

HDFKV\VWHPDWWULEXWHRUSDUDPHWHUH[DPLQHGWRUHÁHFW

Alexandrina and Albert as a Wetland of International

the overall risk, threat or vulnerability of each.

Importance under what is now commonly referred to as
the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands. This designation

The Ngarrindjeri Indigenous community and three long-

carried with it certain responsibilities; one of these being

WHUPORFDOÀVKHUPHQDQGWKHLUIDPLOLHVDOVRSURYLGHGWKHLU

to manage the site in a way that would maintain its

views on the ecological values and assets of this site, and

ecological character.

how these have changed with time. These are presented
in Section 7 of the report and also interlaced throughout

A description of ecological character is the cornerstone
of management of a Ramsar site (see Figure 1). It
underpins the development of a Ramsar Management

the document in key places where this more anecdotal
EXWQROHVVVLJQLÀFDQW LQIRUPDWLRQKHOSVWRUHLQIRUFHRU
IXUWKHUHODERUDWHWKHVFLHQWLÀFWH[W$VFDQEHVHHQLQ

Plan by providing information about the site’s values and

the report, these insights provide invaluable information

what is needed to maintain or improve those values. It

and should be a standard part of future descriptions of

helps the development of a monitoring and reporting

ecological character at other sites.

framework, necessary to determine the ongoing health
of the Ramsar site. Finally, it provides information against

Apart from documenting ecological character through

which development activities may be assessed under

Sections 3–8 of the report, a number of conclusions are

the Commonwealth Environment Protection and

drawn that are especially noteworthy, as follows:

Biodiversity Conservation Act, 1999 (EPBC Act) and any

From a legal perspective, the Commonwealth EPBC Act

relevant South Australian planning or impact assessment

may have no alternative other than to use the condition

legislation or processes.

of a Ramsar site on the day it was designated (in this case
1 November 1985) as the benchmark condition for the

The Coorong and Lakes site meets eight of Ramsar’s

SXUSRVHVRIDSSO\LQJLWV¶5DPVDUWULJJHU·+RZHYHUWKH

nominating criteria (see Section 3.5). It is renowned for

conclusion drawn in the report (a view strongly supported

providing habitat for many waterbird species, however,

by stakeholders) is that this site had been in ecological

it also has many other values that are recognised by the

decline for at least 20–30 years prior to the Ramsar listing,

Ramsar Convention. It has a unique mosaic of 23 wetland

and probably longer. By using 1985 as the benchmark

types, ranging from the freshwater lakes into the estuarine

condition, the ecological character description, and its

environments of the Coorong. It provides habitat for

associated limits of acceptable change, would be for

nationally threatened species such as the Orange Bellied

an already degraded site. The authors were cognisant of

Parrot, the Southern Mount Lofty Ranges Emu Wren,

these two differing perspectives and have endeavoured

the Murray Hardyhead, the Yarra Pygmy Perch and the

to set limits of acceptable change, which, assuming they

Murray Cod. The site also contains (in part) the critically

are acted on, should arrest the incremental decline in

HQGDQJHUHG¶6ZDPSVRIWKH)OHXULHX3HQLQVXOD·DVZHOO

WKH¶KHDOWK·RIWKLVV\VWHPVHHLWSODWHDXDQGVORZO\WXUQ

as the threatened Gahnia sedgeland ecosystem and

around. How far along that pathway of recovery back

a number of nationally listed plant species. In short, it is

to the condition it once was will be a decision taken by

ELRGLYHUVLW\¶KRWVSRW·LQVRXWKHUQ$XVWUDOLD

high-level decisions makers, as will be the rate at which
that recovery takes place.

This report describes in detail the ecological character of
the Ramsar site: the species, communities and habitats

It is clear that the ecological character

that are found there and the processes and system

RIWKLVVLWHKDVEHHQDOWHUHGVLJQLÀFDQWO\

drivers, which make this place unique to Australia and
the world. The report applies a systematic approach

RYHUWKHSDVW²\HDUV

for describing ecological character; logically working

)URPWKHFRPELQHGVFLHQWLÀFDVVHVVPHQWUHLQIRUFHGE\

through a description of the primary ecosystem drivers,

the Indigenous and long-term stakeholder oral histories

levers, components and processes that work collectively

and knowledge of the system (see above), it is clear that

WRVXSSRUWWKHYDVWDUUD\RIVLJQLÀFDQWVSHFLHVDQG

the ecological character of this site has been altered

wetland types. For each of these, where the data

VLJQLÀFDQWO\HVSHFLDOO\RYHUWKHSDVW²\HDUV7KLV

ZLOOSHUPLWOLPLWVRIDFFHSWDEOHFKDQJH GHÀQHGLQ

change would appear to have been accelerated and

Section 2.6) are recommended in order to guide future

exacerbated by water extractions that are too high for
the system to be able to sustain itself through the recent

Executive Summary

i

drought conditions, as it would have under natural

To summarise the situation, the Coorong ecosystem is

conditions. The drought didn’t cause the change in

EHFRPLQJLQFUHDVLQJO\VLPSOLÀHGDVWKHORVVRI Ruppia

ecological character, it simply brought it forward.

continues; this being a consequence of escalating

This view is supported by an examination of the

salinities, increasingly turbid waters and inappropriate

recommended limits of acceptable change and the

water levels. All of these are essentially determined by

¶WUDIÀFOLJKW·DVVHVVPHQWVSURYLGHGLQWKHUHSRUW7KH

5LYHU0XUUD\ÁRZVLQWRDQGWKURXJKWKHV\VWHPDQG

conclusion is that this ecosystem has as its primary

KLVWRULFDOO\E\ÁRZVIURPWKHVRXWKHDVWRI6RXWK$XVWUDOLD

determinants of ecological character; salinity, turbidity

Algae and brine shrimp, more typical of a marine

and sedimentation, water levels, keystone aquatic

environment, have become dominant biota in the South

SODQWVKDELWDWDYDLODELOLW\DQGÁRZV)RUWKHVHVL[SULPDU\

Lagoon and parts of the North Lagoon since spring 2005.

determinants of ecological character, all are presently

The loss of RuppiaDQGZLWKLWWKHVPDOOKDUG\KHDGÀVK

outside their recommended limits of acceptable change,

LVVLJQDOOLQJDVLJQLÀFDQWFKDQJHLQKRZWKH&RRURQJ

and in many cases not by a small margin. This is a

functions and the habitats it has to offer.

V\VWHPWKDWLVXQGHUVLJQLÀFDQWVWUHVVDQGKDVEHHQIRU
some years.

It is estimated that the former estuarine Coorong

$VQRWHGLQWKHUHSRUWWKH¶WUDIÀFOLJKWV·DUHLQVRPH

stretch from the Goolwa barrages to Pelican Point, this

ecosystem is now supported along only a 30 kilometre
ways analogous with the dials and gauges in the cockpit

representing less than 25% of the original area. All of

of a 767 aircraft; they provide information on how well

this indicates that a comprehensive shift in ecological

the vital functions of that highly sophisticated piece of

FKDUDFWHULVXQGHUZD\:LWKRXWVLJQLÀFDQWDQGXUJHQW

technology are performing. For this complex wetland

intervention it may prove irreversible. For this reason the

V\VWHPWKH\GRWKHVDPH5HG¶WUDIÀFOLJKWV·DUHWKRVH

authors are recommending that the Coorong lagoons

that would raise alarm for the pilot, as they should for

and Murray Mouth be proposed for listing as a critically

the managers of this site and the State and Federal

endangered ecological community under the EPBC Act.

*RYHUQPHQWV2IWKH¶WUDIÀFOLJKWV·DVVLJQHGWRNH\
functions and attributes of this system by this project
VHH7DEOH QHDUO\KDOIDUH¶UHG·DQGRQHWKLUG

The changes to the lakes environments are proceeding
at a slower pace, but, like the Coorong, they are being

¶DPEHU·DFDWHJRU\ZKHUHVHULRXVFRQFHUQVDUHKHOG

negatively impacted upon by sediments and increasing

7KLVUHSRUWUHSUHVHQWVWKHÀUVWDWWHPSWWRGRFXPHQWD

VDOLQLW\$JDLQLQVLPSOHWHUPVWKHODFNRIÁRZVLVVHHLQJ

comprehensive understanding of ecological character

the whole system become a sink for salt and silt. This is a

for this site, and its unequivocal conclusion is that urgent

GLUHFWFRQVHTXHQFHRIWKHUHGXFHGLQÁRZVIURPWKH5LYHU

management interventions are needed if the former

0XUUD\WKDWRQFHSURYLGHGUHJXODUIUHVKHQLQJÁRZVWKDW

condition is to be reinstated.

also discharged salt and silt out the Murray Mouth.
,QWHUPVRIWKHÁRZVQHHGHGIRUUHVWRULQJWKHHFRORJLFDO

)RUWKHVHVL[SULPDU\GHWHUPLQDQWVRI

character of the system, there are a number of primary

HFRORJLFDOFKDUDFWHUDOODUHSUHVHQWO\

requirements (see Section 6.6.2 especially) including,

outside their recommended limits of
DFFHSWDEOHFKDQJHDQGLQPDQ\FDVHV
QRWE\DVPDOOPDUJLQ
The changes to the ecological character of the site
are proceeding faster in some parts of it than others.
The Coorong lagoons, once a predominantly estuarine
environment with some hyper-saline portions, particularly
IDYRXUHGE\ZDGLQJELUGVDQGZLWKJUHDWGLYHUVLW\RIÀVK
species, are rapidly transforming into more and more
turbid and saline systems. This is seeing the rapid loss
of the keystone Ruppia plant species and with these,
GHFOLQHVLQPXFKRIWKHELRWDRIWKH&RRURQJWKDWMXVWLÀHG
Ramsar listing.

RSHUDWLQJWKHEDUUDJHVWRHQVXUHORZRUQRÁRZSHULRGV
DUHPLQLPLVHGDQGSUHIHUDEO\WKDWVXIÀFLHQWZDWHULV
available to keep the Murray Mouth open without
dredging, increased frequency of medium-sized or better
ÁRRGVDQGWKHRSSRUWXQLW\WRKDYHVRQDPHGKHUH
¶5DPVDUVLWHFRQWLQJHQF\DOORFDWLRQ·ZDWHUDYDLODEOH
to allow managers scope for strategic on-site water
DOORFDWLRQVWREHQHÀWVWKH5DPVDUVLJQLÀFDQWVSHFLHV
and ecological communities.
Keeping the Murray Mouth open at all times with
barrage releases rather than dredging should be the
ÀUVWWDUJHWWRUHFRYHULQJWKHHFRORJLFDOFKDUDFWHURI
this site (see Section 6.6.2 and 6.6.4). It is noted that a
VLPSOLVWLFFRVWEHQHÀWDQDO\VLVWKDWH[DPLQHVÀQDQFLDO
considerations only, may indicate that retaining the
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dredges is a preferred option over securing the water

The conclusions are therefore that the Coorong portions

QHFHVVDU\WRNHHSWKHPRXWKRSHQZLWKÁRZV+RZHYHULI

of the Ramsar site are critically endangered and

WKHYDOXHRIWKHIXOOVXLWHRIHFRV\VWHPDQGRWKHUEHQHÀWV

that there are strong signals that the Lakes will follow

WKDWZRXOGFRPHIURPWKHÁRZRSWLRQZHUHIDFWRUHGLQ

WKHVDPHSDWKZD\ZLWKRXWVLJQLÀFDQWPDQDJHPHQW

then it should be the clearly preferred approach.

intervention. It is the recommendation of the authors that,
in accordance with Article 3.2 of the Ramsar Convention,

2SHUDWLRQRIWKHÀVKZD\VDQGUHGXFWLRQVLQGXUDWLRQ

WKHVHÀQGLQJVEHFRPPXQLFDWHGWRWKH6HFUHWDULDWRI

DQGIUHTXHQF\RIQRÁRZSHULRGVFDQEHHIIHFWLYHO\

the Convention, and, that consideration be given to

achieved with water that is currently available at the site

including the site onto Ramsar’s Montreux Record of sites

in most years. This can be done by improving river and

where change in ecological character is occurring, or

barrage operations and utilisation of storages, such as

has taken place.

/DNH9LFWRULDWRPLPLFKLJKHUÁRZVRUH[WHQGÁRZHYHQWV
The report makes a number of recommendations, as
7KLVV\VWHPIRUPHGLQUHVSRQVHWRYDULDELOLW\RIÁRZV VHH

presented below from Section 8. It is the view of the

several comments from stakeholders in Section 7). That

DXWKRUVWKDWWKHÀQGLQJVRIWKLVUHSRUWMXVWLI\WKHIROORZLQJ

variability has now been lost, in large part, and the once

operational and administrative actions by the South

UHDVRQDEO\IUHTXHQWPHGLXPWRODUJHÁRRGVWKDWÁXVKHG

Australian and Commonwealth governments:

and freshened the system are becoming less and less
frequent through the combined impacts of upstream

Operationally:

water diversions and climate. It will only be with the return

1. Pursue, as a matter of high priority, the measures

RIVXIÀFLHQWÁRZVWRWKHULYHUWKDWPHGLXPVL]HGÁRRGV

needed to be able to meet the limits of acceptable

FDQEH¶PDQXIDFWXUHG·E\WKHULYHUPDQDJHUVWKURXJK

change recommended by this report, and, in

WKHWRSSLQJXSRIWKHPRUHIUHTXHQWVPDOOÁRRGV

SDUWLFXODUWKRVHVSHFLÀHGLQUHODWLRQWRÁRZVLQ

It is also clear from historical accounts, and indicated

D VXIÀFLHQWZDWHUWRNHHSWKH0XUUD\0RXWKRSHQ

Section 6.6.2, as summarised below:
by recent core sampling and diatom analysis (Gell
and Haynes, 2005), that in the past the South Lagoon
RIWKH&RRURQJUHFHLYHGVLJQLÀFDQWQDWXUDOÁRZVIURP
the South East region. These served to help freshen that

without dredging
b) increased frequency of medium-sized or better
ÁRRGVWRÁXVKDQG¶IUHVKHQ·WKHV\VWHP
F UHGXFHGGXUDWLRQDQGIUHTXHQF\RIQRÁRZSHULRGV

end of the system, considering that it is 140 kilometres

which are extremely detrimental to the system

from the Murray Mouth. Advice from the Ngarrindjeri

G VXIÀFLHQWZDWHUWRRSWLPDOO\RSHUDWHWKHÀVKZD\V

FRPPXQLW\LVWKDWÁRZVIURPWKHVRXWKHDVWXVHGWRÁRZ
along a clear channel of faster moving water in the
centre of the lagoons all the way from Salt Creek to the

and provide habitat connectivity between fresh,
estuarine and saline units
H WKHRSSRUWXQLW\WRKDYHVRQDPHGKHUH¶5DPVDU

0XUUD\0RXWKDQGZRXOGSURYLGHÁXVKLQJÁRZVIRUWKH

site contingency allocation’ water available to

&RRURQJ/DJRRQV7KHVHÁRZVDUHQRORQJHUSURYLGHG

allow managers scope for strategic on-site water

The construction of the Upper South East Drainage

DOORFDWLRQVWREHQHÀWVWKH5DPVDU6LJQLÀFDQW

6FKHPHQRZUHJXODWHVWKHVHÁRZVDQGGLVFKDUJHVRQO\
small volumes into the South Lagoon based on a ten

Biological Components.
2. Ensure that barrage operations in the critical period

year rolling average. Some Coorong stakeholders have

XQWLODGGLWLRQDOÁRZVFDQEHSURYLGHGDUHGLUHFWHG

expressed concerns about the impact this water may

at ensuring no further reduction in the area of the

have on the ecology of the southern end of the system

remnant 25% of the former estuarine habitat now

JLYHQWKDWLWLV¶GUDLQDJH·ZDWHUDQGFRPHVIURPDQ
DJULFXOWXUH]RQHZLWKVLJQLÀFDQWGU\ODQGVDOLQLW\LVVXHV$Q\
attempt to use this water to try to reduce the hyper-

found only from the Goolwa Barrage to Pelican Point.
3. Accelerate the examination of the feasibility and
ecological merits of using water from the Upper

salinity being experienced in the South Lagoon will need

South East Drainage Scheme to reduce the very high

to ensure the water is of a suitable quality. These issues

salinities of the South Lagoon in the short term.

are being investigated by the Department of Water, Land
and Biodiversity Conservation at present.

Executive Summary
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Administratively:
4. In accordance with Article 3.2 of the Ramsar
&RQYHQWLRQWKHÀQGLQJVRIWKLVVWXG\EH
communicated to the Secretariat of the Convention,
and, that consideration be given to including the site
on Ramsar’s Montreux Record of sites where change in
ecological character is occurring, or has taken place.
5. The Coorong lagoons and Murray Mouth portion of
the site be nominated immediately for listing under
the EPBC Act as a critically endangered ecological
community.
 7KH&RPPRQZHDOWK*RYHUQPHQWDOORFDWHVLJQLÀFDQW
new resources under its $36 million National Biodiversity
¶KRWVSRWV·LQLWLDWLYHWRVHHDUDQJHRIWKHKLJKHVW
priority remedial actions directed at restoring.
ecological character undertaken immediately.
7. The South Australian Government, with the MurrayDarling Basin Commission and the Commonwealth
Government, undertake a full inventory of relevant
data holdings (including those held by researchers),
with a view to building an integrated and
FRPSUHKHQVLYHGDWD¶ZDUHKRXVH·IRUWKH&RRURQJ
and Lakes.
8. The South Australian Government, with the MurrayDarling Basin Commission and the Commonwealth
Government, agree to merge the planning and
implementation processes for the Asset Environmental
Plan and the Coorong and Lakes Ramsar
Management Plan.
9. Publish this report as loose leaf folder, signaling
the intent to see it continuously improved as new
information comes to light.
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1
Ecological character description: introduction

A sound understanding of ecological
character should form the benchmark
for management planning and action.

Q Introduction

DQGXQGHUWDNLQJULVNDVVHVVPHQWV+RZHYHUGHÀQLWLYH
guidance on how to describe ecological character

The Coorong and Lakes Alexandrina and Albert were

has not been forthcoming from the Convention to date

GHVLJQDWHGDVD¶:HWODQGRI,QWHUQDWLRQDO,PSRUWDQFH·

despite recognition that it is needed.

under the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands on 1
November 1985. As a Contracting Party to the Ramsar

5DPVDU·VGHÀQLWLRQV 5DPVDU5HVROXWLRQ,;$QQH[$

Convention, Australia has accepted a range of

November 2005):

obligations in relation to the management of those

¶(FRORJLFDOFKDUDFWHULVWKHFRPELQDWLRQRIWKH

sites that it designates as Wetlands of International

HFRV\VWHPFRPSRQHQWVSURFHVVHVDQGEHQHÀWV VHUYLFHV

Importance, or Ramsar sites as they are commonly

that characterize the wetland at a given point in time.’

known. These obligations are set down in Articles 3.1 and
3.2 of the text of the Convention as given below.

And

Article 3.1

¶«FKDQJHLQHFRORJLFDOFKDUDFWHULVWKHKXPDQ

¶7KH&RQWUDFWLQJ3DUWLHVVKDOOIRUPXODWHDQGLPSOHPHQW

induced adverse alteration of any ecosystem

their planning so as to promote the conservation of the

FRPSRQHQWSURFHVVDQGRUHFRV\VWHPEHQHÀW VHUYLFH·

wetlands included in the List, and as far as possible the
wise use of wetlands in their territory.’
Article 3.2
¶(DFK&RQWUDFWLQJ3DUW\VKDOODUUDQJHWREHLQIRUPHG
at the earliest possible time if the ecological character

:LWKLQWKLVFRQWH[WHFRV\VWHPEHQHÀWVDUHGHÀQHGLQ
accordance with the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment’s
GHÀQLWLRQRIHFRV\VWHPVHUYLFHVDVWKHEHQHÀWVWKDWSHRSOH
receive from ecosystems.

Domestically, the Australian Government has introduced

of any wetland in its territory and included in the List has

legislation, the Environment Protection and Biodiversity

changed, is changing or is likely to change as the result

Conservation Act, 1999 (the EPBC Act) that provides a

of technological development, pollution or other human

legal framework for seeing that the ecological character

interference. Information on such changes shall be

of all Australian Ramsar sites is retained. The EPBC Act

passed without delay to the organization or government

establishes a Commonwealth process for the referral, and

UHVSRQVLEOHIRUWKHFRQWLQXLQJEXUHDXGXWLHVVSHFLÀHGLQ

possible assessment, of proposed actions that may have

Article 8.’

DVLJQLÀFDQWGHWULPHQWDOLPSDFWRQ¶PDWWHUVRIQDWLRQDO
HQYLURQPHQWDOVLJQLÀFDQFH·ZKLFKLQFOXGHV5DPVDUVLWHV

Since the adoption of the above texts, Conferences of

(see Figure 1).

the Contracting Parties to the Ramsar Convention, and
most notably the 5th Conference in Kushiro, Japan in

The EPBC Act also requires that the Commonwealth

 WKURXJK5HVROXWLRQVDQG KDYHVHHQÀWWR

¶«XVHLWVEHVWHQGHDYRXUVWRHQVXUHDSODQIRUPDQDJLQJ

interpret these obligations as being an undertaking on

the wetland in a way that is not inconsistent with

the part of the signatory governments to manage their

Australia’s obligations under the Ramsar Convention

5DPVDUVLWHVVRDVWRUHWDLQWKH¶HFRORJLFDOFKDUDFWHU·

or the Australian Ramsar Management Principles is

This management undertaking is considered synonymous

prepared and implemented in cooperation with the

ZLWKWKHWHUPWR¶«SURPRWHWKHFRQVHUYDWLRQRIWKH

State and Territory.’ (Section 3.3.3, of the Act, as provided

ZHWODQGVLQFOXGHGLQWKH/LVW«· $UWLFOH 

in Appendix A).

Understanding and describing the ecological

Taken together, Australia has obligations under the

character of a Ramsar site is therefore a fundamental

Ramsar Convention with respect to how designated

management tool for signatory governments and the

Wetlands of International Importance are managed. In

local site managers. A sound understanding of the

order to meet these obligations the ecological character

ecological character of a site should form the baseline

of each site needs to be carefully described, and

or benchmark for management planning and action;

then used to guide management action and ongoing

including site monitoring to detect negative impacts

monitoring. Such descriptions of ecological character

(see Figure 1).

are also fundamental to the effective implementation

)RULWVSDUWWKH5DPVDU&RQYHQWLRQKDVPRYHGWRGHÀQH

ensure Australia is not contravening its site management

¶HFRORJLFDOFKDUDFWHU·DQG¶FKDQJHLQHFRORJLFDO

obligations under the Ramsar Convention.

of the Commonwealth’s EPBC Act, which is designed to

character’, and to provide frameworks and guidelines for
management planning, establishing monitoring programs
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Figure 1 - The ecological character description in the context of other requirements for the management
of Ramsar sites (DSE, 2005)
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Q :KHUHWKLVUHSRUWÀWVZLWKLQSODQQLQJ
and management frameworks
As indicated above, the Coorong and Lakes Alexandrina
and Albert were designated as a Ramsar site on 1
November 1985 (see Figure 2). A plan of management
for the site was prepared and put in place in September
2000. While this plan gave some insights into the
ecological assets of the Ramsar area, it did not provide
a detailed description of ecological character.
This project, the Coorong and Lakes Alexandrina
and Albert Ramsar site ecological character project,
is a major component of the Ramsar Plan Review
Process which commenced in July 2004. A revised
Ramsar Management Plan will be prepared following
the preparation of this description of ecological
character. The review of the Ramsar plan is timely
given the multitude of other programs and initiatives
occurring such as the Living Murray Initiative, review
of the Coorong National Park Plan, CSIRO’s Water for
a Healthy Country Initiative, State Natural Resource
Management legislation and institutional changes. This
description of the ecological character of the Coorong
and Lakes Alexandrina and Albert Ramsar site (hereafter
DEEUHYLDWHGWRWKH¶&RRURQJDQG/DNHV· ZLOOEH
invaluable in informing these programs and initiatives.
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