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Restoring wetland habitat 
at Lake Hawdon North

(Photo: Ben Taylor - Nature Glenelg Trust)

About Lake Hawdon North
Lake Hawdon North is a seasonally inundated wetland, 
located approximately 10 km east of Robe in South 
Australia’s Limestone Coast, on Country that is on the 
southern limit of the Meintangk and northern limit of the 
Boandik Nations.

Covering 2,475 ha, Lake Hawdon North is one of several 
lakes within the South East that provides critical habitat for 
waterbird species, including migratory shorebirds, which 
have experienced significant declines in the Coorong 
region. 

With the adjoining Lake Hawdon South (3,298 ha), it forms 
one of the largest wetland systems in the region, 
supporting a range of important ecological, cultural and 
social values, including threatened vegetation, 
endangered fish species, and rare paleontological sites.

What is happening                                                                      

The Healthy Coorong, Healthy Basin On Ground Works 
project is working together with the Limestone Coast 
Landscape Board, South Eastern Water Conservation and 
Drainage Board, First Nations of the South East, key 
stakeholders and community, to restore wetland habitat at 
Lake Hawdon North. 

On-ground works comprising installation of a new 
regulator and complementary habitat restoration works 
commenced in October 2024.

Why is this project important? 

Regional wetlands of the Coorong and the South East 
provide vital habitat for shorebirds, including migratory 
bird species that travel from as far as Siberia, to feed on 
South Australian salt marshes and mudflats each year. 

These wetlands provide critical food resources, including 
invertebrates such as snails, crustaceans, worms and 
insect larvae, that migratory birds species 'fuel-up' on 
before making the journey back to the Northern 
Hemisphere to breed.

The On Ground Works project is working to ensure that 
habitats for key Coorong shorebird species exist within 
the broader regional landscape at critical times. 

An opportunity for Lake Hawdon North
Drain L, an artificial drainage line that intersects Lake 
Hawdon North, was constructed in the 1910s and later 
expanded in the 1950s to remove surface water and 
improve agricultural productivity in the region.

Since the creation of Drain L, the hydrology of Lake 
Hawdon North has been severely compromised, causing 
the wetland to dry too early in summer. This has led to a 
reduction of habitat and food resources for shorebirds at 
the end of their migration season.

The installation of a regulator on Drain L at the outlet of 
Lake Hawdon North will enable controlled water level 
management. This will extend the duration of shallow 
inundation at the wetland through late spring and summer, 
therefore helping to recreate a more natural (pre-Drain L) 
hydrological environment. To enable the safe passage of 
fish through the system, the regulator structure will also 
incorporate an adjoining fishway.

Located on unallocated Crown land with an abundant 
water source, Lake Hawdon North is a rare opportunity to 
undertake large-scale wetland restoration to support the 
conservation of endangered and vulnerable species.
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An aerial view of Lake Hawdon North and Drain L
(Photo:  Ben Taylor)
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What will the project achieve?
Once on-ground works are complete, it is anticipated that 
1,763 ha of suitable habitat will be available for shorebirds 
at critical times, whilst providing substantial ecological 
benefit to other plants and animals of the region.

Background studies
The Department for Environment and Water has engaged 
a range of independent technical experts to inform the 
design of the regulator and to assess the feasibility and 
risks of the on-ground works at Lake Hawdon North.

Investigations have included hydrodynamic modelling, 
topographic surveys, hydrological monitoring, ecological 
investigations, vegetation assessments, Cultural Heritage 
surveys, groundwater and surface water monitoring, and 
geotechnical surveys.

Are there risks to surrounding properties?
The aim of the regulator is to extend the duration of 
shallow water levels (~ 100mm) at Lake Hawdon North 
through late summer and autumn only, not to increase 
maximum water levels or exacerbate existing flooding 
risks. A target operating level of 4.3 mAHD (metres above 
Australian Height Datum) has been selected as this level is 
contained within the boundaries of Lake Hawdon North.

Outside of the summer and autumn period, for example 
when high flows are occurring during winter, water will 
continue to flow in Drain L unimpeded by the regulator.

Downstream of Lake Hawdon North, the Robe Lakes and 
Guichen Bay are likely to benefit through improved water 
quality.

Habitat modification program 
The drying and freshening effect that Drain L has had on 
Lake Hawdon North has meant terrestrial and perennial 
vegetation communities have colonised the once open-
pan mudflat environment. 

A program of habitat modification to return the wetland 
back to open mudflats will be achieved through a 
combination of water management (using the new 
regulator), strategic grazing, mechanical removal, 
mulching, and controlled burning. All vegetation 
management is subject to vegetation assessments and 
relevant legislative approvals.

Cultural value
Wetlands and water sources are precious areas for First 
Nations peoples. The health of the Coorong and its 
connected lands and waters are central to the culture and 
beliefs of the First Nations of the South East (FNSE) and 
intrinsically linked to their health. They are part of their 
Country and provide the basis for the livelihoods of their 
families and communities. They are also fundamental 
elements of their cultures since the lands and waters are a 
living body, and they are part of its existence.

The FNSE have cultures based on an interconnectedness 
with Country, including its wetlands and water – their ways 
of life, their cultural expressions and their value systems 
are deeply connected to those ecosystems. 

FNSE vision and aspiration are for both the Coorong and 
South East regions to be revitalised and restored as 
sustainable ecosystems for future generations. The health 
and revitalisation of these regions hold significant cultural, 
spiritual, social and economic importance to the Aboriginal 
communities.

There has been a reduced ability for FNSE to care for Burt 
(Boort - totem) and FNSE have expressed concerns for the 
species that have declined across the South East, 
including waterbird species. The preservation of all 
wetlands of the South East and their resident species is 
critical.

Sharp-tailed Sandpiper at Lake Hawdon North (Photo: Mark de Jong)
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For further information, please contact Healthy.Coorong@sa.gov.au
or visit environment.sa.gov.au/topics/coorong
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Improving water quality, 
aquatic vegetation and 
increasing food sources 
through wetland restoration

1,763 ha of open pan 
aquatic environment through 
habitat modification 

Creating optimal habitat 
for endangered 
shorebirds with water 
depths 0 - 100 mm 

Maintaining the ecological 
condition of the receiving 
environment at the Robe 
Lakes and Guichen Bay

New regulator
New regulator structure on Drain L to allow 
shallow inundation of the Lake Hawdon North 
wetland during late summer and autumn.

Planned works
•	 Minor earthworks
•	 Construct 

regulator

•	 Install fishway
•	 	Testing and 

commissioning

Habitat modification
Removing terrestrial and perennial vegetation 
to restore Lake Hawdon North to an open pan 
mudflat environment.

Planned works
•	 Mechanical removal
•	 Controlled burning
•	 Grazing

•	 Shallow inundation  
via regulator
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