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Perspectives of the Ngarrindjeri 

and long-term stakeholders 

The description of ecological character 

also took into account the advice and 

insights provided by the Ngarrindjeri 

indigenous community, and also by 

D�QXPEHU�RI�ORQJ�WHUP�ÀVKHUPHQ�DQG� 

their families. 



Q Perspectives of Indigenous and other long-term stakeholders


Q 7.1 Ngarrindjeri community 

perspectives on ecological character 

7.1.1 Introduction
As was outlined in Section 2.4, in addition to applying 

what could be described as a science-based approach 

to describing the ecological character of the Coorong 

and Lakes Ramsar site, the project team also recognised 

the value of seeking the views of the Ngarrindjeri 

community to gain an appreciation of how they, through 

centuries of association with the wetland, understood 

and described its ecological character. 

The Ramsar Convention has always recognised cultural 

connection between Indigenous and local people 

with their wetland systems; indeed, Ramsar’s ‘wise 

use’ concept seeks to embody this relationship on a 

foundation of ecologically sustainable use. As indicated 

in Section 1, the Ramsar Convention at its most recent 

global meeting (November 2005) further strengthened 

its recognition of this linkage with an amendment to 

WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�HFRORJLFDO�FKDUDFWHU��VXFK�WKDW�LV�QRZ� 

refers to this being ‘… the combination of the ecosystem 

FRPSRQHQWV��SURFHVVHV�DQG�EHQHÀWV�VHUYLFHV�WKDW 

characterise the wetland at a given point in time’ 

�VHH�6HFWLRQ�����,Q�WKLV�FRQWH[W��HFRV\VWHP�EHQHÀWV�DUH 

GHÀQHG�LQ�DFFRUGDQFH�ZLWK�WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�HFRV\VWHP 

services as used by the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment; 

which includes recognition of so-called ‘cultural services’, 

among others (see Appendix B). 

At Ramsar’s 9th Conference, Resolution IX.21 entitled, 

‘Taking into account the cultural values of wetlands’ 

ZDV�DGRSWHG��6LJQLÀFDQWO\�LW�UHFRUGV�WKDW�WKH�5DPVDU� 

signatory governments have agreed ‘… that in the 

application of the existing criteria for identifying 

Wetlands of International Importance, a wetland 

may also be considered of international importance 

when, in addition to relevant ecological values, it holds 

H[DPSOHV�RI�VLJQLÀFDQW�FXOWXUDO�YDOXHV��ZKHWKHU�PDWHULDO� 

RU�QRQ�PDWHULDO��OLQNHG�WR�LWV�RULJLQ��FRQVHUYDWLRQ�DQG�RU� 

ecological functioning (Paragraph 12)’. These cultural 

characteristics are outlined in paragraph 15 of the same 

resolution as follows: 

1.	 Sites which provide a model of wetland wise 

use, demonstrating the application of traditional 

knowledge and methods of management and 

use that maintain the ecological character of 

the wetland. 

2.	 Sites which have exceptional cultural traditions or 

UHFRUGV�RI�IRUPHU�FLYLOL]DWLRQV�WKDW�KDYH�LQÁXHQFHG�WKH� 

ecological character of the wetland. 

3. Sites where the ecological character of the wetland 

depends on the interaction with local communities or 

indigenous peoples. 

4.	 Sites where relevant non-material values such as 

sacred sites are present and their existence is strongly 

linked with the maintenance of the ecological 

character of the wetland. 

%RWK�RI�WKHVH�YHU\�UHFHQW�UHÁHFWLRQV��DQG�JOREDO�SROLF\ 

statements, by the Ramsar Convention provide an 

even stronger mandate for documenting the views 

of the Ngarrindjeri community in this description of 

ecological character. The long and close association of 

the Ngarrindjeri community with this system makes them 

experts in their own right and, as revealed below, their 

insights into how the ‘health’ of this system has changed 

over recent times is set against a very long ‘dataset’ of 

indigenous knowledge. 

7.1.2 Ngarrindjeri connection to the Coorong 

and Lakes 
‘The Ngarrindjeri vision for Yarluwar-Ruwe Sea Country 

has always been and remains the same. The waters of 

the Seas, the Kurangk (Coorong), the Rivers and inland 

waters are all life giving waters. Our Ancestors taught 

us how to respect and understand the connections 

between the lands, waters and beyond. The places 

where fresh and salt waters mix, are places of creation, 

where life dwells in abundance and where our Ngaitjies 

breed. Ngarrindjeri people have rejoiced to see the 

return to Ngarrindjeri Seas of Kondoli our Whale Ancestors. 

Some of our Ngaitjies have not returned to our land and 

waters. We mourn the loss of our friends. We fear for 

DQLPDOV��ÀVK��ELUGV�DQG�DOO�OLYLQJ�WKLQJV�LQ�RXU�VHDV�DQG� 

water-ways. 
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Ngarrindjeri know that our Ngaitjies travel to other parts 

of this country and overseas countries and Ngaitjies from 

overseas travel to our lands and waters. And therefore 

we have a Cultural responsibility to care for each others 

Ngaitjies, to care for each others Ngaitjies is to care for 

each others lands and waters. 

The land and waters is a living body. We the Ngarrindjeri 

people are part of its existence. The land and waters 

must be healthy for the Ngarrindjeri people to be healthy, 

Ngarrindjeri say if Ruwe (land) dies, the waters die our 

Ngaitjies (friends) die, and then the Ngarrindjeri will 

surely die.’ (Statement provided by Ngarrindjeri NRM 

Working Group, December 2005.) 

7.1.3 Observations on ecological character 

and how it has changed 
The following has been prepared by Kerri Muller of 

the project team, based on meetings with members 

of the Ngarrindjeri NRM Working Group, community 

members and elders, at the Lower Murray Nungas Club 

on Wednesday 7th of September and at Coorong 

Wilderness Lodge on 16th of November 2005. This report 

was accepted for inclusion in the report as it appears 

below by George Trevorrow as Chair of the Ngarrindjeri 

NRM Working Group in January 2006. 

To assist the readers of this report to connect the views 

RI�WKH�1JDUULQGMHUL�FRPPXQLW\�ZLWK�VFLHQWLÀF�GHVFULSWLRQV� 

in relevant places in the text of the preceding sections, 

some of the key observations recorded below have been 

repeated. Where this has occurred the relevant text is 

shaded yellow in these earlier sections. 

Coastal indigenous site 
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THE COORONG 

Major changes 

•	 under natural conditions, the ecology of the Coorong 

would switch from freshwater species (e.g. cod, 

FDOORS��GXFNV��GXULQJ�SHULRGV�RI�KLJK�LQÁRZV�IURP 

the River Murray and the South East to more marine 

VSHFLHV��H�J��VHDOV��HHOV��Á\LQJ�ÀVK��GXULQJ�SHULRGV�RI� 

ORZ�LQÁRZV�DQG�RU�KLJK�VHDV��7KLV�VZLWFK�KDSSHQHG 

almost every year 

•	 the Coorong is being lost from both ends. The lack of 

ÁRZV�LQ�WKH�5LYHU�0XUUD\�KDV�FORVHG�WKH�0XUUD\�0RXWK� 

and prevented the Coorong from naturally draining 

WR�WKH�VHD��7KH�ODFN�RI�ÁRZV�IURP�WKH�6RXWK�(DVW�KDV 

reduced freshwater inputs to the southern end of the 

&RRURQJ�DQG�KDV�WKXV�UHGXFHG�WKH�ÁRZ�WKURXJK�DQG� 

hence water quality in both the North and 

South Lagoons 

•	 ÁRZV�IURP�WKH�6RXWK�(DVW�XVHG�WR�ÁRZ�DORQJ�D�FOHDU� 

channel of faster moving water in the centre of the 

lagoons all the way from Salt Creek to the Murray 

0RXWK�DQG�ZRXOG�SURYLGH�ÁXVKLQJ�ÁRZV�IRU�WKH� 

Coorong Lagoons 

•	 WKH�ORVV�RI�LQÁRZV�IURP�WKH�5LYHU�0XUUD\�DQG�6RXWK 

East are also causing an increase in salinity 

•	 a major decline in water quality (primarily silt and salt) 

began from the late 1960s-early 1970s and by 1975 the 

system was showing signs of major ecological decline 

•	 there has been a loss of, or severe decline, in 

1JDUULQGMHUL�IRRG�VSHFLHV��HJJV��ELUGV��ÀVK��\DEELHV� 

•	 swan weeds (Ruppia spp., Lamprothamnium sp.) 

ZKLFK�SURYLGHG�IRRG�DQG�D�QXUVHU\�IRU�ÀVK�DQG�ELUGV�� 

have been lost 

•	 siltation of deep holes in the Coorong lagoons with 

mud from River Murray water has lead to a loss of 

VZDQ�ZHHGV�DQG�GHFUHDVHG�QXPEHUV�RI�ÀVK�VSDZQLQJ� 

and birds feeding in the Coorong lagoons 

•	 the number of freshwater soaks (only freshwater 

available for fauna on the peninsula) has been 

reduced and in the remaining soaks salinity is 

increasing and there is decreasing yield 

•	 both terrestrial and aquatic animals are dependent 

on the Coorong lagoons for food, shelter and water. 

Emus and kangaroos are often seen swimming across 

the Coorong channels between the mainland and the 

peninsula as an example of habitat connection. 

Swan Weeds (Ruppia spp., Lamprothamnium sp.) 

Swan weeds (Ruppia spp., Lamprothamnium sp.) once 

formed dense beds across the whole of the Coorong 

lagoons all the way to Salt Creek. They were the key to 

the whole system. They are now almost entirely gone with 

some small patches left at Kungair and Noonameena. 

The loss of the beds of swan weed from the Coorong 
The Ngarrindjeri name for Murray Cod is ‘pondi’ 
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ODJRRQV�KDV�OHDG�WR�WKH�ORVV�RI�ÀVK�DQG�ELUGV�EHFDXVH� 

they relied on the swan weed for food and as nursery 

areas. The red berried swan weed (Lamprothamnium sp.) 

has been gone from the Coorong since the late 1970s. 

It used to feed Coorong mullet and would act as an 

LQGLFDWRU�WR�1JDUULQGMHUL�ÀVKHUPHQ�ORRNLQJ�WR�FDWFK�WKH� 

PXOOHW�WKDW�VFKRROV�RI�ÀVK�ZRXOG�VRRQ�EH�PRYLQJ�WKURXJK 

to eat the berries. 

The main swan weeds (Ruppia spp.) were still abundant 

in the late 1970s and have only been lost in the last 20 

years. Bundles of Ruppia sp. would wash up along the 

shores of the Coorong lagoons after storms, forming small 

pools behind them. Congolli would become trapped in 

the bundles of swan weed and in the pools, making them 

HDV\�WR�FROOHFW��7KH�ÀVK�ZRXOG�VWD\�DOLYH�DQG�IUHVK�LQ�WKH 

bundles of swan weed for days. 

Freshwater inputs of silt are important for the growth of 

the swan weeds because it replenishes the nutrients they 

need but too much silt kills them. The main cause of the 

loss of swan weeds is the siltation of the Coorong Lagoons 

with mud that has come in from the River Murray water. In 

the South Lagoon, the swan weeds once grew extremely 

well, even though they were a long way from the River 

Murray inputs, because of the freshwater inputs from 

the South East which drained into the Coorong at Salt 

Creek along natural watercourses. These watercourses 

have been altered since European settlement so that 

less water enters the South Lagoon and the water drains 

to sea, primarily through Drains L and M. This needs to be 

FKDQJHG�VR�WKDW�WKH�6RXWK�(DVW�ZDWHU�ÁRZV�LQWR�WKH�6RXWK 

Lagoon once again. 

1RWH��KLVWRULFDO�LQÁRZV�IURP�6RXWK�(DVW�FRQVLVWHQW�ZLWK 

Gell and Haynes (2005). 

Fish 

+DUG\KHDG�ÀVK�DUH�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�SDUW�RI�WKH�HFRV\VWHP� 

SURYLGLQJ�IRRG�IRU�ODUJHU�ÀVK�DQG�ELUGV��+DUG\KHDGV�ZHUH� 

found throughout the Coorong system all the way down 

to Salt Creek in the late 1970s but now they are almost 

gone with only small populations around Pelican Point 

(no further south than Long Point). 

7KHVH�VPDOO�ÀVK�DUH�GHFOLQLQJ�EHFDXVH�RI�SRRU�ZDWHU� 

quality, a lack of swan weed and a lack of food. The 

GHFUHDVLQJ�PHVK�VL]H�XVHG�E\�FRPPHUFLDO�ÀVKHUPHQ�WR� 

catch decreasing populations (and thus the decreasing 

ÀVK�VL]HV�RI�WDUJHW�VSHFLHV�OLNH�&RRURQJ�0XOOHW���DQG 

FRQVHTXHQW�LQFUHDVHG�LQWHQVLW\�RI�ÀVKLQJ�RYHU�VKRUW 

SHULRGV��LV�DOVR�UHGXFLQJ�VPDOO�ÀVK�QXPEHUV�DQG�WKRVH�RI 

MXYHQLOH�ODUJHU�ÀVK�VXFK�DV�PXOORZD\��EUHDP�DQG�ÁRXQGHU�� 

Yellow-eye Mullet and bream are still around, but in 

reduced numbers. Fish numbers are thought to have 

decreased because of the siltation of deep holes and 

VDQG\�EHDFKHV�WKDW�ZHUH�LPSRUWDQW�ORFDWLRQV�IRU�ÀVK 

EUHHGLQJ�DQG�IHHGLQJ��7KH�ÀVK�VSHFLHV�WKDW�KDYH�EHHQ 

lost from the Coorong have not been replaced by 

other species (despite the marine connection being 

maintained by the dredges) because there is no food 

WR�VXSSRUW�DQ\�W\SHV�RI�ÀVK� 

Birds 

Bird numbers, both resident and migratory species, have 

declined dramatically and breeding of all species is very 

low, even for pelicans and seagulls. Of particular note 

is the loss of Black Swans and Eastern Curlews. In the 

1960s, the water of the Coorong lagoons was black with 

swans and now they are rarely seen due to the lack of 

their preferred ‘swan weed’ food. Today they stay in the 

freshwater areas around the lakes in order to get food 

from the submerged plant beds on the fringes of the 

lakes. Swans are also seen in paddocks getting green 

feed now because of the lack of swan weed in the 

Coorong. Similarly, Eastern Curlews were seen every year 

in large numbers in the Coorong Lagoons but now only a 

few are seen near the Murray Mouth. 

The eggs of many bird species are important food 

sources for Ngarrindjeri people particularly swans, ducks, 

seagulls and emu eggs. Snipes are also good food, 

particularly for teaching children to hunt as they are 

easily caught. Snipe numbers have dropped dramatically 

since the 1970s. 

7KH�IUHVKZDWHU�VRDNV�DQG�LQÁRZV�WR�WKH�6RXWK�/DJRRQ� 

supported thousands of ducks in the 1950s—so many 

that the water of the South Lagoon would be black 

with ducks and there was enough harvest to support a 

duck processing factory at Salt Creek. These ducks were 

hunted with large guns mounted on the front of boats 

WR�¶EORZ�XS·�WKH�HQRUPRXV�ÁRFNV�UDWKHU�WKDQ�VKRRWLQJ�DW� 

individual birds. 

Freshwater soaks 

Freshwater soaks and fresh groundwater upwellings are 

important sources of freshwater to the Coorong lagoons. 

They are the only source of fresh water for fauna on the 

Younghusband Peninsula and an important source on the 

mainland side of the lagoons. 

The soaks on the mainland side have become too salty 

to drink and many have dried up. On the Peninsula, the 

soaks are still drinkable but the salinity is rising and they 

are not as plentiful as they were. 
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Wildlife on the Peninsula are now struggling to get water. 

Emus and kangaroos on the Peninsula now need to dig 

down 20 cm or more into the soaks for water. This suggests 

a major decline in the pressures of the soaks as they used 

to bubble up in summer as the water levels in the lagoons 

dropped. When the freshwater soaks and upwellings 

were more active, the water would look like it was ‘full of 

diamonds’ as the fresh, cool water would rise in ‘bubbles’ 

IURP�WKH�VDQG\�ÁRRU��7KH�VRDNV�XVHG�WR�VXSSRUW�DOO�WKH� 

water needs of both the aquatic and terrestrial animals of 

the Coorong as well as providing the Ngarrindjeri people 

themselves with drinking water. 

$�VPDOO��RUDQJH�FRORXUHG�ÀVK�ZRXOG�OLH�GRUPDQW��DV�HJJV�� 

in the mud of the freshwater soak areas for years at a 

time waiting for good conditions when they would hatch 

LQ�JUHDW�QXPEHUV��,W�LV�XQNQRZQ�ZKLFK�ÀVK�VSHFLHV�WKLV� 

was, but it is believed that it is now extinct as they were 

last seen in the late 1970s. The soaks were also full of long, 

SLQN�ZRUPV�DQG�ZHUH�D�JRRG�SODFH�WR�ÀQG�5HG�EHOOLHG 

Snakes which are now all but gone due to lack of 

nursery habitat. 

Islands between Lake Alexandrina and the Coorong 

The islands are extremely important nurseries particularly 

because of their location at the junction of the fresh 

water of the Lakes and the saltier water of the Murray 

Mouth Estuary. 

The Ngarrindjeri have very strong spiritual connection to 

the islands which feature heavily in their creation and 

teaching stories. Hindmarsh and Mundoo Islands are now 

very important nursery areas and represent the last major 

EUHHGLQJ�VLWHV�IRU�ELUGV�DQG�ÀVK�VLQFH�WKH�ODWH�����V��ZKHQ 

the capacity of the North and South Lagoons to provide 

nursery environments started to severely decline due 

WR�UHGXFHG�LQÁRZV�DQG�WKH������FORVXUH�RI�WKH�0XUUD\ 

0RXWK��/DNH�ZDWHU�QHHGV�WR�EH�DOORZHG�WR�ÁRZ�RYHU�WKH 

low points of the islands to allow the wetlands to function 

properly and cattle grazing needs to be managed to 

PLQLPLVH�GDPDJH�WR�ELUG�QHVWV��ÀVK�QXUVHULHV�DQG� 

water quality. 

THE LAKES 

Major changes 

•	 under natural conditions, the Lakes were always fresh 

with aquatic plants extending right out into the lakes 

and providing nurseries for massive populations of 

IUHVKZDWHU�ELUGV��ÀVK�DQG�RWKHU�DQLPDOV 

•	 freshwater plants and animals now depend on the 

nurseries around the edge of the lakes (fringing 

wetlands) for survival 

•	 WKH�ODFN�RI�ÁRZV�LQ�WKH�5LYHU�0XUUD\�DQG�JUD]LQJ�RI�WKH� 

lakeshores has lead to a major decline in water quality 

and the muddy water has caused the loss of native 

plants from the main bodies of the lakes. Muddy water 

QRZ�DOVR�HQWHUV�WKH�&RRURQJ�DQG�LV�ÀOOLQJ�LQ�GHHS�KROHV� 

and killing the swan weed 

•	 WKH�ORVV�RI�LQÁRZV�IURP�WKH�5LYHU�0XUUD\�LV�DOVR�FDXVLQJ 

an increase in salinity 

•	 the regulation of the River Murray and the loss of 

UHJXODU�ÁRRGV�PHDQV�WKDW�WRR�PXFK�SROOXWLRQ�LV�KHOG�LQ 

WKH�FDWFKPHQW�ZKLFK�FRPHV�GRZQ�LQ�ELJ�ÁRRGV�DQG 

NLOOV�WKH�ÀVK�LQ�WKH�ODNHV 

•	 a major decline in water quality (primarily silt and salt) 

began from the late 1960s-early 1970s and by 1975 the 

system was showing signs of major ecological decline 

and could no longer provide fresh drinking water. 

6ZLPPLQJ�LQ�WKH�ODNHV�HQGHG�LQ�WKH�����V 

•	 there has been a loss of, or severe decline, in 

Ngarrindjeri food species particularly large freshwater 

ÀVK�VXFK�DV�0XUUD\�&RG�ZKLFK�LV�DOVR�DQ�LPSRUWDQW 

ÀVK�LQ�1JDUULQGMHUL�ORUH�DQG�WHDFKLQJ�VWRULHV��QRZ 

locally extinct) 

•	 reeds used for weaving have declined and the 

on-going use and accumulation of pesticides in 

reedbeds presents a health risk to Ngarrindjeri 

weavers who chew the reeds before weaving. 

Water quality 

The water quality of the Lakes is the major cause for 

FRQFHUQ��8S�XQWLO�WKH�ODWH�����V�HDUO\�����V��WKH�ZDWHUV�RI� 

both lakes were drinkable without treatment. Ngarrindjeri 

people kept swimming in Lake Alexandrina up until the 

PLG�WR�ODWH�����V�ZKHQ�EOXH�JUHHQ�DOJDO�EORRPV�EHFDPH 

more prevalent and prevented safe swimming. From the 

late-1970s, all water needed for domestic use was being 

‘trucked in’ to Ngarrindjeri communities and homes. The 

Lakes are now muddy and polluted from agriculture, 

cattle grazing and carp feeding and full of algae which 

makes water in the lakes undrinkable. Swimming is no 

longer enjoyed because the water is foul-smelling and 

the muddy water contaminates the skin leaving it smelly 

and stained yellow. 

Nurseries 

Ngarrindjeri people refer to freshwater wetlands as 

‘nurseries’ in recognition of the important role these 

areas play in providing food and shelter for many types 

of animals, and in particular safe shelter for the young. 

Submerged plants in these nursery areas are critical for 

food and shelter for animals and their young. 
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Reeds 

Reeds are very important to Ngarrindjeri people because 

WKH\�SURYLGH�QXUVHU\�KDELWDWV�IRU�PDQ\�ÀVK��ELUGV�DQG 

RWKHU�DQLPDOV�EXW�DOVR�DV�D�ÀEUH�IRU�EDVNHW�ZHDYLQJ�DQG 

other traditional craft. 

The main species of reed used for basket weaving is the 

VSLQ\�ÁDW�VHGJH��Cyperus gymnocaulus). It is favoured 

over other reed species for weaving because of its strong 

ÀEUHV�DQG�WKH�ORQJ�OHQJWK�RI�VWHP����WR���� P�OHQJWKV�DUH 

needed). When the reeds are harvested, the Ngarrindjeri 

are careful to leave behind the growing shoots to 

ensure the population continues. The abundance of 

this reed has declined and the length of the stems has 

reduced due to less variation in water levels, poor water 

quality, European farming practices (e.g. ploughing and 

use of herbicides), cattle grazing and trampling and 

competition with other reeds that prefer stable water 

levels. The Ngarrindjeri weavers are now subject to health 

risks if they chew the reeds because of high levels of 

pesticides used along watercourses. 

Yabbies 

Yabbies were a plentiful food source up until the 1970s 

ZKHQ�ZDWHU�TXDOLW\�DQG�ÁRZ�SDWWHUQV�FKDQJHG�DQG� 

the effects of cattle trampling the lakeshore became 

apparent. 

Yabbies used to be large, sweet and blue-coloured 

and now they are very few in number and those that 

are caught are bad-smelling, muddy and black from 

living in poorly oxygenated sediments. The shores of the 

Lakes and the mud banks were once full of holes, some 

big enough to put a foot into and ‘pump’ out, bringing 

the yabbies to the surface. Cattle trampling leads to 

ODNHVKRUH�HURVLRQ�DQG�LQÀOOLQJ�RI�WKHVH�\DEELH�KROHV�DQG�LV 

a major threat to yabby populations. 

Murray crays were also an important source of food for 

1JDUULQGMHUL�SHRSOH�DV�ZHOO�DV�ELUGV�DQG�ODUJH�ÀVK��7KH\ 

are now thought to be locally extinct and haven’t been 

seen since the late 1970s. 

Fish 

7KHUH�KDV�EHHQ�D�ZLGHVSUHDG�ORVV�RI�ODUJH�ÀVK�SDUWLFXODUO\ 

0XUUD\�&RG��&DOORS��%ODFNÀVK��7HQFK��LQWURGXFHG��DQG 

&DWÀVK�VLQFH�WKH�����V��&DUS�DUH�WKH�RQO\�ÀVK�WKDW�DUH 

now caught consistently in the Lakes. Callop appear 

to have returned in small numbers about 3–4 years 

ago presumably because the Carp are targeted and 

ÀVKHG�RXW�RI�WKH�/DNHV��/RWV�RI�&DUS�PRYH�WKURXJK�WKH� 

ÀVK�SDVVDJH�LQ�7DXZLWFKHULH�%DUUDJH�ZKLFK�PD\�EH�DQ� 

opportunity to control them. 

The leaves of Phragmites australis are also used for basket making 
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Common name Ngarrindjeri name 6FLHQWLÀF�QDPH 

Fish 

$OO�ÀVK mame 

Murray Cod pondi Maccullochella peeli 

&DWÀVK pomeri Tandanus tandanus 

Callop pilarki Macquaria ambigua 

Bony Bream tukkeri Nematalosa erebi 

S tjiri, tcheri Bidyanus bidyanus 

Birds 

Black Swan kungari 

All ducks woemye 

Plants 

Ribbon weed pantaruki Triglochin procerum 

7DEOH������&RPPRQ��1JDUULQGMHUL�DQG�VFLHQWLÀF�QDPHV�IRU�ORFDO�ÁRUD�DQG�IDXQD 

ilver Perch 

Bony Bream are almost gone from the lakes; very few are 

still seen, whereas they were once plentiful. When the 

barrage gates have been open in recent years, Bony 

Bream have been caught in the Coorong but 

only small ones, the big ones are not caught anymore. 

Bony Bream are important in Ngarrindjeri lore and the 

creation story associated with how the Bony Bream was 

created tells of the need to not be greedy and is 

an important lesson. 

Cattle grazing 

The grazing of cattle on the lakeshore is seen as one 

of the major threats to the ecology of both the Lakes 

themselves and the Coorong which receives the muddy 

water from the lakes. Cattle not only impact on the lake 

edge but also wade or swim out to islands in the lakes to 

feed on reeds and other water plants. In so doing, the 

cattle trample nests and eggs, or eat the reeds needed 

for nesting, and are therefore a major risk to successful 

breeding for some bird species. This trampling and 

feeding also causes an increase in the silt entering the 

Coorong lagoons which kills off the swan weed (Ruppia 

VSS���DQG�ÀOOV�LQ�WKH�GHHS�ÀVK�KROHV� 

Road cuttings 

Road cuttings around and through wetlands associated 

with Lake Albert are also seen as major threat to habitat 

FRQQHFWLRQ�DQG�ZDWHU�ÁRZ�WKURXJK� 

Q 7.2 Long-term stakeholders 

7.2.1 Introduction
In addition to seeking insights, and an historical 

perspective of the Coorong and Lakes Ramsar site from 

the Ngarrindjeri community, three retired or semi-retired 

ÀVKHUPHQ�DQG�VRPH�RI�WKHLU�IDPLO\�PHPEHUV�ZHUH 

interviewed for this part of the report by Kerri Muller on 

16th and 17th February 2006. Those interviewed were: 

•	 Mr Frank and Mrs Joyce Gibbs and family of Meningie. 

&RRURQJ�ÀVKLQJ�IDPLO\�IRU�RYHU����\HDUV 

•	 0U�%RE�+HUD�6LQJK�RI�0HQLQJLH��&RRURQJ�ÀVKLQJ�IDPLO\ 

since the depression (1940s) 

•	 Mr Neil and Mrs Nancy Ferguson of Kingscote and 

Woods Well. Long-term resident of the South East of 

6RXWK�$XVWUDOLD�DQG�ÀVKLQJ�IDPLO\�IRU����\HDUV� 

7KHVH�SHRSOH�ZHUH�FKRVHQ�DV�D�FURVV�VHFWLRQ�RI�ÀVKLQJ� 

families with different periods of exposure to the Coorong 

environment. Resources limited further investigation, but 

it is likely that interviewing other families will yield similarly 

valuable information about other parts of the system 

including the lakes and tributaries. In undertaking these 

interviews, open questions about changes over time were 

DVNHG�DOORZLQJ�IUHH�ÁRZLQJ�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�DQG�WKHQ�IROORZ� 

up questions regarding the detail surrounding areas of 

HFRORJLFDO�LQWHUHVW�VXFK�DV�WLPLQJ�RI�LQÁRZV�RU�FKDQJHV 

LQ�ÀVK�VSHFLHV�DVVHPEODJHV�ZHUH�DVNHG��,Q�WKH�FDVH�RI�0U� 

Hera-Singh, he had prepared a written summary of his 

experiences prior to the interview which served as a basis 
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for the interview. The following captures the memories 

of these families as it was told and no attempt has been 

made to seek consensus of views. 

7KH�ORQJ�DQG�FORVH�DVVRFLDWLRQ�RI�WKHVH�ÀVKLQJ�IDPLOLHV� 

DFWV�DV�D�VDPSOH�RI�WKH�NQRZOHGJH�RI�WKH�ÀVKLQJ� 

FRPPXQLW\��$V�PDMRU�EHQHÀFLDULHV�RI�WKH�&RRURQJ� 

ecosystem for over 70 years these family members 

are ‘experts’ in their own right and their insights into 

how the health or ecological character of this system 

has changed over recent times are founded on local 

ÀVKLQJ�DQG�KXQWLQJ�NQRZOHGJH�DV�ZHOO�DV�D�UHVSHFW 

and deep understanding of the cycles of nature that 

play out. These observations are often overlooked 

LQ�VFLHQWLÀF�GHVFULSWLRQV�DQG�DGG�WR�WKH�1JDUULQGMHUL 

perspectives (documented in Section 7.1 above) as 

D�VLJQLÀFDQW�RUDO�KLVWRU\�HYLGHQFH�EDVH��$V�ZLWK�WKH 

Ngarrindjeri perspectives, in relevant places in the text 

of the preceding sections, some of the key observations 

recorded below have been repeated. Where this has 

occurred the relevant text is shaded yellow in these 

earlier sections. 

)UDQN�*LEEV³&RRURQJ�ÀVKHU�DQG�KXQWHU�IURP�WKH� 
1930s to the present 

Frank lived at Policeman’s Point from before the barrages 

were built until his recent retirement to Meningie. He 

remembers the following, with prompts from Joyce and 

his adult children, on 16th February 2006 at his home: 

*HQHUDO�FRQGLWLRQ�DQG�ÁRZV 

•	 the mixing of fresh and salt water is needed, naturally 

mixing, that’s how it all works 

•	 timber grew all the way down and people would sell 

the timber. It grew all the way from the Murray Mouth 

to Pelican Point and there was enough to cut and sell 

back then 

•	 wherever we would see bulrushes we would dig and 

there would be water. All along the ocean dunes 

there was water if you knew how to look for it. It was 

fresh, fresher than rain water, or at least as fresh 

•	 water would rush in down at Salt Creek from the South 

East. We once had to move a Model T-Ford out of a 

swamp at Martins Washpool because we heard the 

water coming and we had to get to high ground. 

It came like a torrent. It sounded like a train, 

roaring down 

•	 the freshwater springs would run a lot of water in, easily 

as much as Salt Creek. It was really fresh 

•	 the three big problems are the barrages, the springs 

not running and no water coming in at Salt Creek. 

This is what changed the system 

•	 it was a beautiful place, I still think it’s beautiful even 

though it’s smelly water now. It just needs attention 

•	 Salt Creek was a lot of water, naturally running in, 

and the soaks would easily add up to as much again. 

If you dig (about 30cm down) you can still see the 

�JURXQG�ZDWHU�ÁRZLQJ 

•	 loss of the water from the South East has done more 

damage than anything else to this end of the Coorong 

•	 WKH�&RRURQJ�DOZD\V�ORRNHG�FOHDU�DIWHU�ELJ�ÁRZV�� 

Water works with the wind. In with winds, out with 

winds. It’s different in winter and summer 

•	 we need a trickle of water all the time. The springs 

helped a lot with that, always running. We need the 

barrages more open to move more water out 

•	 coral bombies are growing everywhere, on all the 

old fences and sunken bottles. 

Fish 

•	 bream haven’t been seen in spawning condition 

down at Salt Creek for over 70 years 

•	 mullet would always spawn around Easter time, but 

not since the barrages were installed 

•	 the Murray Mouth was blue and clear, you could see 

VFKRROV�RI�ÀVK��:H�ZRXOG�JHW��²��WRQQHV�RI�ÀVK�SHU� 

GUDJ��ULJKW�GRZQ�WR�6DOW�&UHHN��,W�ZDV�JRRG�ÀVKLQJ 

•	 �����ZDV�D�JRRG�\HDU�IRU�&RRURQJ�ÀVK��7KH�ÁRRG� 

freshened the Coorong for a good few years. Silver 

%UHDP�FDPH�ZLWK�WKH�ÁRRG 

•	 it was so hard to hold those nets as a child, there were 

VR�PDQ\�ÀVK�LQ�WKHP 

•	 there were congollis by the thousands, but they are 

gone now as are the tench, the Black Bream and 

the tcheri (Ngarrindjeri name for Silver Perch, 

IUHVKZDWHU�ÀVK� 

•	 we never had outboards, just oars, and one night we 

JRW�����ÁRXQGHU�ZLWK�VSHDUV 

•	 the white bait (hardyheads) have gone from the 

Coorong too, we don’t see them anymore. We always 

had Bony Bream too 

•	 FDUS�DQG�UHGÀQ�DUH�QRZ�FRPSHWLQJ�LQ�WKH�/DNHV� 

HDWLQJ�WKH�EDLW�ÀVK 

•	 now, the mullet are all skinny and we don’t see bream 

in the creeks anymore 

•	 we would get up on the crows nest of the boat and 

spot black patches of mulloway. There were 20–30 lb 

ÀVK�ULJKW�XS�WR�6DOW�&UHHN�DQG�EHKLQG�6DOW�&UHHN� 

Island which was very deep back then. Those deep 

KROHV�ZHUH�EUHHGLQJ�DUHDV�IRU�ÀVK�DQG�DOZD\V�KHOG� 

mulloway. 
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Birds 

•	 there were masses of birds, thousands of them, 

ducks and swans mostly all the way to Salt Creek; a 

place that also used to be the best place to catch 

Mulloway and bream. They would teem around Salt 

Creek Island 

•	 it was a paradise for ducks and swans, paradise 

•	 more than 30 freshwater springs would run off the 

Hummocks (Younghusband Peninsula) into the 

Coorong. Every one running into the Coorong, just like 

you see on Fraser Island. There were so many ducks 

and swans feeding on the wire weed that it kept the 

FKDQQHOV�IURP�WKHVH�VSULQJV�RSHQ�DQG�ÁRZLQJ 

•	 the soaks (springs) are very important. So many of 

them ran in and there were so many ducks, guns were 

set up on a trench alongside the channel with strings. 

Pull the strings, shoot down the channels (channels 

running from the springs into the Coorong). It was 

black with ducks. Made a living from ducks and from 

mulloway and mullet in the lakes 

•	 ZH�XVHG�WR�KHDU�VZDQV�Á\LQJ�DOO�QLJKW³LW�NHSW 

us awake 

•	 the causeway near the Lake (Albert) always had good 

ducks and swan nests in the reeds there 

•	 VZDQV�XVHG�WR�IHHG�LQ�JURXSV�RI���²����:H�FRXOG� 

see the schools of whitebait. We cursed wire weed 

because we would get balls of it stuck in the nets and 

clog them. (Frank laughs and shakes his head in irony) 

•	 Princes Soak, Tun Tun and Bul Bul were all good, but 

the springs were right through and they were places 

to shoot ducks. 

Aquatic plants 

•	 wire weed was everywhere, thick. It had red berries 

on it and the ducks loved it, fed on it. It was very thick 

all the way from Pelican Point to Salt Creek 

•	 I’ve seen a little bit of wire weed in the last 12months 

near Rabbit Island 

•	 ZLUH�ZHHG�GLHG�RXW�EHFDXVH�RI�QR�ÁRZV�IURP�WKH� 

South East, the springs and the barrages. Wire weed 

ZLOO�EULQJ�EDFN�WKH�ÀVK�DQG�ELUGV�EXW�WKHUH·V�QR 

oxygen now 

•	 the wire weed is what we need, water at right 

WHPSHUDWXUH�DQG�FOHDU��7KH�ELUGV�DQG�ÀVK�ZLOO�FRPH 

they are not stupid. Emus dig to reach water and 

keep alive. Ducks and swans know where wire weed 

is, if we get it back they will come. 

%RE�+HUD�6LQJK³&RRURQJ�ÀVKHU�DQG�KXQWHU�IURP�WKH� 
1940s to the present 

Bob’s written notes 

•	 P\�ÀUVW�UHFROOHFWLRQ�RI�WKH�&RRURQJ�ZDV�ZKHQ�,�ZDV 

three years old living in a hut made from 44gal tar 

drums with hessian walls 

•	 my father walked off a farm he was share-farming 

GXULQJ�WKH�GHSUHVVLRQ��'HFLGHG�WR�JR�ÀVKLQJ 

•	 we moved up and down the Coorong with our family, 

ÀVKLQJ��HUHFWLQJ�D�VKDFN��)LVK�WLOO�WKH\�VKLIWHG��7KHQ 

we got an old farm house to rent on the Coorong 

(Pickards) where the family stayed 

•	 ,�ZDV�LQ�WKH�ERDW�ÀVKLQJ�DW�D�YHU\�HDUO\�DJH�DQG�VSHQW 

DOO�P\�WLPH�ZLWK�'DG�ÀVKLQJ��WUDSSLQJ��DQG�KXQWLQJ� 

ZLWK�QR�IULGJHV��RQO\�HQRXJK�LFH�IRU�ÀVK��ZKLFK�FDPH 

from Adelaide packed in a bag of sawdust) 

•	 we would get a fortnights correspondence schooling 

which we did in two days then back to the Coorong, 

up until I turned 20 (getting a Government job, for 

30*���EXW�,�RIWHQ�ÀVKHG�DIWHU�ZRUN��PRVW�ZHHNHQGV� 

and certainly all the holidays, during this time my 

IDWKHU�DQG�WKUHH�EURWKHUV�DOO�KHOG�ÀVKLQJ�OLFHQVHV 

•	 my association with the Coorong has been for 60-odd 

years and I have seen it choking up very slowly, areas 

where we drag netted, set nets over large sandy bays 

are now covered with coral 

•	 deteriorating water quantities and qualities from both 

HQGV�ZLOO�FHUWDLQO\�SXW�DQ�HQG�WR�ELUG�OLIH�DQG�ÀVKLQJ 

along with the many other users of the Coorong. 

Coorong problems 

1.	 Changes include deterioration of water quality in the 

6RXWK�/DJRRQ�GXH�WR�QR�ULYHU�ÁRZV�WR�UHFKDUJH�WKH 

ODJRRQV�WR�EH�ÀVK�VXVWDLQDEOH���$OVR�IURP��GLYHUWLQJ�WKH 

QDWXUDO�ÁRZV�RI�ZDWHU�IURP�WKH�6RXWK�(DVW�WKDW�FDPH� 

over ground through a chain of swamps from Kingston 

and suspect underground from there as well. This vast 

amount of water now empties into the sea by various 

drains. The new drains recently dug only bring a trickle 

of salty water into the Coorong would take a minimum 

of three wet years to gauge success of this drain. 

��	 &OHDUO\�LQ�WKH�����²�����HUD�ÀVKLQJ�ZDV�WKULYLQJ� 

plenty of mullet. Fish that like good quality water (e.g. 

ÁRXQGHU��EUHDP��PXOORZD\��FRQJROOL��ZHUH�FDXJKW�LQ� 

very large numbers and were trucked to Melbourne 

0DUNHWV��1R�ÁRXQGHU��EUHDP�RU�PXOORZD\�KDYH�EHHQ� 

caught in recent years. Mullet numbers have tapered 

off catching less and less. The last three years none 

whatsoever due to poor water quality and lack 

of oxygen in water*. Even the weed has stopped 

growing. We have a family shack by the South Lagoon 

DQG�YLVLW�LW�YHU\�UHJXODUO\�WU\LQJ�WR�FDWFK�ÀVK�EXW�WR 

no avail. 
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3.	 It has only been in the last 6–12 months that the bird 

life has reappeared (in the South Lagoon) probably 

GXH�WR��KLJK�VHDV�DQG�ÁRRGLQJ�RI�ÁDWV�QHDU�WKH�0RXWK 

HDUO\�LQ�WKH�VHDVRQ��KLJK�LQÁX[�RI�YLVLWRUV�WR�0RXWK 

area (now with boat access) and most of all the 

appearance of the brine shrimp which provides a 

IRRG�FKDLQ��1RWH�WKHUH�DUH�QR�ÀVK�HDWLQJ�ELUGV�DURXQG� 

except the gulls which are eating the brine shrimp. 

4.	 A bottle neck situation has occurred in the Narrows. 

Roughly from the end of Hacks Point to the Needles, 

WKH�ZDWHU�LV�YHU\�VKDOORZ�DQG�QR�ÀVK�ZLOO�HQWHU�WKLV�WR 

travel to the South Lagoon. In summer when the 

water level is low it empties (from the South Lagoon) 

into the North Lagoon but as soon as winter comes 

and brings fresh water in it pushes the same poor 

quality water back into the South Lagoon. So it never 

JHWV�ÁXVKHG�RXW� 

*Data to back up these historical records is available in 

WHUPV�RI�ÀVK�FDWFK�GDWD��ODWHU�SURYLGHG�E\�%RE�IRU����� 

WR��������%RE�QRWHV�WKDW�LPSRUWDQW�VWDWLVWLFV�FDQ�EH 

VXSSOLHG�E\�ÀVKHUPHQ�RQ�ELUG�QXPEHUV�DQG�PRYHPHQWV� 

gathered daily (vital importance to Ramsar monitoring). 

&RPPHQWV�IURP�LQWHUYLHZ³��WK�)HEUXDU\����� 
at Bob’s home 

The above notes acted as a basis to the interview with 

questions centred on gaining clarity and expanding on 

the above: 

*HQHUDO�FRQGLWLRQ�DQG�ÁRZV 

•	 WKH�ULYHU�ÁRZV�KDYH�DOVR�GURSSHG��7KHUH�LV�QRW�HQRXJK� 

water now to push into the South Lagoon and 

sweeten the Coorong. From Lake Albert to the Murray 

0RXWK�FDQ�EH�VZHHWHQHG�LI�ÁRZV�DUH�WLPHG�ZLWK�KLJK� 

winds and moon tides 

•	 Coorong was always sweetened by high River Murray 

ÁRZV��,W�FRXOG�VWDQG�D�IHZ�\HDUV�ZLWKRXW�ELJ�ÁRZV�EXW�LW� 

needed regular sweetening 

•	 ÀVK�DQG�ELUGV�JR�KDQG�LQ�JORYH��%LUGOLIH�QHHG�JRRG� 

ZDWHU��ÀVK�QHHG�JRRG�ZDWHU 

•	 boating is also impacted. Needles is now the furtherest 

south you can go. During winter seas the Coorong is a 

foot higher, which allows for passage of boats 

•	 coral is a major obstruction. Channels are still there 

and deep but you need to know what’s happening 

•	 the last 3–5 years has been a real down turn. We need 

D�WULFNOH�ÁRZ�RXW�WKH�0RXWK�DOO�WKH�WLPH�WKDW�PDNHV 

VHQVH�IRU�WKH�0RXWK�EXW�ZH�DOVR�QHHG�ELJ�ÁRZV�ZKLFK� 

are important to sweeten the Coorong 

•	 �:DWHU�IURP��WKH�6RXWK�(DVW�FDQ�DOVR�EH�D�ELJ�LQÁX[�� 

but there are lots of dams holding back good water 

•	 land clearance and groundwater are big issues for the 

South Lagoon. Princes Soak was important. Every mile 

or so there were discharge points they would change 

with changes in groundwater levels 

•	 the boobiallas had natural ‘knees’ that we would use 

as boat braces. We ran out of wattle at one point but 

the birds sitting on telegraph wires brought in more, 

introduced from the South East along the wires 

•	 once the cattle went the boobiallas came back 

•	 sandhills around the big soaks like ‘Tun Tun’ were bare. 

They often had middens and no bushes between 

the Coorong and the beach. There was lots of 

SHWULÀHG�ZRRG�RQ�WKH�3HQLQVXOD��EXW�LW�KDV�DOO� 

become overgrown 

•	 at the Murray Mouth end there were less vegetated 

dunes and lots of bare sand hills from cutting timber 

and grazing 

•	 land clearance of the mainland has lead to dryland 

salinity as well and that has had a big impact, lifting 

the water table at the Salt Creek end. Perhaps the 

water is being held too long in Morella Basin as well, 

which ‘poisons’ it. The trickle from the South East is less 

than the soaks would have been on their own. 

Fish 

•	 water is now too bad for hardyheads 

•	 EUHDP�DQG�ÁRXQGHU�ERWK�VSDZQ�LQ�KDOI�VWUHQJWK�VHD� 

water, so they need the Coorong sweeter to breed. 

Both require good water 

•	 ZH�XVHG�WR�KRRN�ÁRXQGHU�DQG�FRXOG�JHW�ZKHDW�EDJV 

IXOO�DW�D�WLPH�DQG�ÀVK�XQWLO�\RX�UDQ�RXW�RI�EDLW 

•	 Sea Bream haven’t been seen for about 20 years. The 

RGG�WLPH�\RX�FDQ�VWLOO�JHW�ÁRXQGHU��EXW�LQ�WKH�HDUO\ 

����V�DQG�����V�WKH\�ZHUH�YHU\�SUROLÀF 

•	 there are plenty of mullet at times, but they are not 

getting past the Needles. South of there the water 

looks the colour of red bricks. Something in the water is 

making it pink or red. It could be brine shrimp but they 

won’t last long. Seagulls have been feeding on brine 

VKULPS�EXW�QR�RWKHU�ÀVK�HDWLQJ�ELUGV�DUH 

•	 mullet are scarce around Easter when everyone 

ZDQWV�WR�ÀVK��7KH\�VSDZQ�LQ�WKH�ZDUPHU�PRQWKV� 

around February 

•	 we used to get ten boxes per day of Congolli, with 

about 30kg per box, and the salmon were really thick. 

,Q�PLG�VXPPHU��ZH�DOZD\V�KDG�ÀVK��EXW�LQ�WKH�ODVW� 

���\HDUV�ZH�GRQ·W�FDWFK�ÀVK�LQ�VXPPHU�DQ\PRUH� 

The water is too hot maybe, except when there are 

ELJ�SXVKHV�RI�5LYHU�0XUUD\�ZDWHU��7KHQ�WKHUH�DUH�ÀVK� 

in the South Lagoon 

•	 HVWXDULQH�ÀVK�VSDZQLQJ�QHHGV�ELJ�ÁRZV 
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•	 mulloway spawn on the edge of the continental 

shelf and then drift into the coast so by the time they 

get to the Coorong they are big enough to fend for 

themselves. Adult mulloway would move in in mid-

to-late summer when the water was warm and lots 

of feed around, especially if the barrages were also 

open. The bigger mulloway come in to wash in 

fresh water to clean up fungus under their scales 

DQG�RWKHU�PDULQH�SDUDVLWHV��2WKHU�ÀVK�GR�LW�WRR��,W 

keeps them healthy. 

Birds 

•	 Swan Island used to be covered in swan nests. The last 

swan nests on the Coorong. Haven’t nested there for 

12 years. There are still a few swans breeding around 

the Lakes but nowhere near what there were and 

none on the Coorong. If you go south of Pelican Point 

you might see 50 pelicans on a good day, there used 

to be thousands 

•	 right up until a few years ago, pelicans were still 

breeding in good numbers on Pelican Island but now 

there are very few and they are unlikely to successfully 

ÁHGJH��6HDJXOOV�DOVR�XVHG�WR�QHVW�VR�GHQVHO\�RQ�WKH 

islands that you couldn’t walk for eggs. We used to


eat swan and seagull eggs as tucker. One swan egg


was about 6 chook eggs. My Mum used to bake cakes


with them and split them up


•	 we used to be given two shot cartridges and told by 

Dad to get six ducks. It taught us to be patient and 

shot was valuable during the Depression. We only shot 

what we needed, no fridges and freezers. Not like 

these days, people take too much. It was easy to get 

six ducks with two shots because we would get close 

and when the ducks took off they would blot out the 

sun there were so many 

•	 mountain ducks would stay at the freshwater soaks all 

day but teal would only come and drink at change of 

light (dawn and dusk) 

•	 freshwater soaks would teem with ducks and swans. 

It was clean clear water in the Coorong. Kurrawong, 

a property south of Salt Creek. Out from there were 

���IRRW�GHHS�KROHV�ZLWK�ZDWHU�ÁRZLQJ�LQ�IURP�WKH� 

South East, underground. It’s now dry and grazed 

•	 there were clouds of grebes until 3–4 years ago too 

•	 �²������VKDJV�ZRXOG�GLYH�DW�RQFH�RQ�D�VFKRRO�RI�ÀVK�� 

particularly when the wind stirred up the mud, plants 

DQG�ÀVK��7KH�QXPEHUV�RI�VHDJXOOV�DQG�VKDJV�LQFUHDVHG� 

because of lack of predators 

•	 I used to shoot at pelicans to scare them off (the nets), 

now I am building them roosts 

•	 WKH������ÁRRG�FXW�RII�WKH�PDLQ�URDG�DW�0F*UDWK·V 

Flat and the birdlife was very thick, mainly ducks. The 

ducks still come down to the Coorong during the 
The Ngarrindjeri name for Black Swan is ‘kungari’ 
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day to eat brine shrimp. I’ve watched them through 

binoculars. Chestnut teal, they are not timid, but we 

don’t see swans 

•	 SHOLFDQV�QRZ�DUH�FRQFHQWUDWHG�DURXQG�WKH�ÀVKLQJ�KXWV 

where they know they will get a feed. They treat my 

son like a god when he comes in with a catch. They 

follow boats to get the by-catch. We keep it for them 

rather than putting it overboard where it would just 

feed the billions of coral crabs and big Stingrays. 

Aquatic plants 

•	 the water weeds were so thick. Blanket weed would 

come to the top and was green. It’s still around here 

and there. Wire weed was what the birds thrived on. 

Haven’t sent that for a long time. Sometimes bits of 

plant get washed up that look like young wire weed, 

but I don’t see it growing anywhere anymore 

•	 ZH�XVHG�WR�URZ��7KHUH�ZHUH�QR�PRWRUV�DW�ÀUVW�DQG�WKHQ 

ones with long props. My job was to jump off the side 

and pull off the wire weed from the prop. We used to 

get mulloway by pushing apart the wire weed with 

RXU�RDUV�DQG�ÀVKLQJ�EHORZ�WKH�KROHV��:H�ZRXOG�JHW� 

ELJ�PXOORZD\��7KH�PXOORZD\�IURP�6WRQH\�:HOO�:RRGV 

Well to Salt Creek and around the islands were always 

fatter and heavier for their length than ones from the 

ocean. They got fat living under the wire weed 

•	 blanket weeds can still be seen in front of Tauwitcherie 

barrage, near Stoney Well and Noonamena Road. 

1HLO�DQG�1DQF\�)HUJXVRQ³ORQJ�WHUP�UHVLGHQWV�RI� 
6RXWK�(DVW��&RRURQJ�ÀVKLQJ����\HDUV 
Interview conducted at Neil and Nancy’s shack at 

Woods Well on the shores of the South Lagoon on 17th 

February 2006. 

*HQHUDO�FRQGLWLRQ�DQG�ÁRZV 

•	 LI�ZH�À[�WKH�ERWWRP�HQG�RI�WKH�&RRURQJ��WKH�UHVW 

ZLOO�EH�À[HG�DORQJ�WKH�ZD\ 

•	 if they don’t do something with this soon, it will all 

be gone 

•	 discussions centred around water quality data 

collected by Bruce Nicholson of Water Data Services 

in March 2003 from Woods Well to Salt Creek. Neil 

assisted because the waters are treacherous; they 

are full of coral reefs. These data show salinities in the 

UDQJH�RI���������WR��������(&��WKHUPDO�VWUDWLÀFDWLRQ� 

decreasing dissolved oxygen with water depth to as 

ORZ�DV�����PJ�/�LQ�WKH�EHQWKLF�ZDWHUV�DQG����� PJ�O 

DW�WKH�ERWWRP�RI�WKH�SURÀOH�DQG�WXUELGLW\�LQ�WKH�UDQJH 

of 13.12 to 22.41NTU. These data were collected 

for DWBLC 

•	 in summer, South East winds push water north and tides 

are one metre lower. Then around Easter Coorong 

water rises before the rains because the higher tides 

push groundwater out of the dunes and into the 

Coorong 

•	 but now there is no oxygen in the water. It’s not so 

much the salt as the silt that’s the big problem. This is 

WKH�ÀUVW�\HDU�ZH�KDYH�KDG�EULQH�VKULPS 

•	 the USEDS water is an unnatural mix too little surface 

water now and too much salty groundwater. The 

water goes green, held back too long. It needs to be 

freshened up and pushed up from Bakers. Water put 

in at Salt Creek needs to be good because it cant 

get out 

•	 there is no way out for the silt and salt, so if bad water 

comes in from South East you’re pushing one problem 

onto another 

•	 same story as Lake George: Lake George and Drain M 

are a good comparison to the South Lagoon and Salt 

Creek drains 

•	 the oxygen runs out down the bottom and needs to 

be freshened 

•	 coral is a problem growing on old car wrecks, 

underwater 

•	 the problem with the Coorong is the lack of good 

ÁRZV�IURP�6RXWK�(DVW��WKH�ZDWHU�WKDW�GRHV�FRPH�LV 

GHDG�DQG�WKH�ODFN�RI�ÁRZV�IURP�WKH�QRUWK��WKH� 

River Murray. 

Fish 

•	 WKH�SRRU�ZDWHU�LV�FUHHSLQJ�QRUWK�DQG�QR�ÀVK�KDYH 

been caught south of Noonameena this year. There 

KDYH�EHHQ�QR�ÀVK�VLQFH�������DERXW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH 

as the water was let in from the South East Drainage 

Scheme. The water was bad, poisoned because it sat 

too long and is salty groundwater anyway. Fish don’t 

grow in that water so it shouldn’t go into the Coorong. 

That water is dead. We need healthy water 

•	 about 10 years ago mullet were caught in August 

for about three weeks down at Salt Creek but not 

anymore 

•	 WKH�VZDPSV�RI�WKH�6RXWK�(DVW�GRQ·W�VXSSRUW�ÀVK�DQ\ 

PRUH��WKH�UHGÀQ�KDYH�GLHG�RXW 

•	 ELJ�ÁRXQGHU�KDYH�QRW�EHHQ�VHHQ�GRZQ�KHUH�VLQFH� 

the 1970s. A few little ones were around about eight 

years ago 

•	 about the time of the March 2003 sampling 

(see above) there were lots of dead whitebait 

(hardyheads) on the shore 

•	 WKH�WDVWH�RI�WKH�ÀVK�KDV�FKDQJHG�WRR��&RRURQJ�PXOOHW� 

is muddy now, we don’t buy it anymore, tastes better 

from the sea now. 
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Birds 

•	 ducks still sit around the soaks but they are becoming 

foul smelling and full of black mud 

•	 the rocky shore lines have been covered with a foul 

smelling black mud and silt with white crust on it only in 

the last few years. We used to play golf on it. When the 

water level was down the rocks were so clean 

•	 the pelicans are still breeding on Pelican Island, but 

WKHUH�DUH�QRW�PDQ\�DW�DOO�QRZ�DQG�WKH\�KDYH�WR�Á\�WR� 

the Lakes to get a feed, so lots of the young ones are 

dying from lack of food. Not many are making it now 

•	 2003 was the major turning point. Before then 

pelicans would move around here in mobs of 40–50. 

Oystercatchers stopped nesting about two years ago 

too, no feed. 

Aquatic plants: 

•	 Widgeon weed (a type of samphire) has little seeds 

that look like Phalaris grass seeds. The ducks love them. 

It grows where the water is still the freshest. White seed, 

long and thin like a carrot seed but longer. Ducks 

thrive on it. They sieve the seeds from the mud 

•	 the other weed grows underwater and that hasn’t 

been around for the last few years. It dies off in 

6HSWHPEHU�DQG�ÁRDWV�DURXQG� 

The Ngarrindjeri name for all ducks is ‘woemye’ 
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