
 

Watercourses and wetlands 
WATER DEPENDEND ECOSYSTEMS AND AQUATIC HABITATS

 

What are the water dependent 
ecosystems in the Northern and Yorke 
NRM region? 

Approximately 30,000 hectares of the region is 

permanently or intermittently covered by surface water 

bodies such as water courses (rivers) and wetlands. There 

are 4 main river catchments. These are: the Light, 

Broughton; Wakefield and Willochra. The rivers are 

intermittent in flow but many have permanent springs 
(groundwater resurfacing). Flows are usually driven in 

response to rainfall. Water quality (e.g. sediment loads and 

salinity levels) is highly variable. 

Yorke Peninsula has little drainage definition but many 

surface water catchments, terminating in landlocked 

lagoons (saline wetlands). Saline wetlands also occur in 

other parts of the region, where drainage is restricted 

(Robertstown, Apoinga and Porter Lagoon, Lake Bumbunga 

and Diamond Lake). 

These water courses and wetlands and the aquatic and 

terrestrial (land based) plants and animals they support are 

called water dependent ecosystems. The connections 

between the land based and water based ecosystems, 

highlight the importance of integrated natural resource 

management. 

Why is managing these water 
dependent ecosystems important? 

Watercourses and wetlands act as refuges for water 

dependent animal and plant species, enabling them to 

survive extended dry periods when other parts of the river 

system dry up. Surveys have shown that the Light;  

 

Wakefield; Broughton and Willochra rivers all have areas of 

important habitat for a range of aquatic plants and macro 

invertebrates, frogs, birds and reptiles such as skinks, 

geckoes, legless lizards and snakes. 

What are the threats to maintaining 
these ecosystems? 

There are a range of factors that have contributed to the 

decline of the region’s water based ecosystems. 

These include:  

 Excessive total grazing pressure 

 Introduced plant species 

 Vegetation clearance 

 Changed surface water flows 

 Obstacles to flow and migration of aquatic life, 

such as weirs, fords and on stream dams 

 Excavation of materials from watercourse channel  

 Modification to watercourse shape and flow 

 Climate change (less rainfall, changing seasonal 

patterns, and increased extreme weather events, 

warming coastal waters) is emerging as a priority 

threat for the region’s water based ecosystems 

What can you do to help manage 
these systems? 

Management of soil surface cover to prevent erosion is 

important to avoid the contamination of surface run-off 

with soil and nutrients. 

The maintenance of vegetated riparian zones (the land 

adjacent to the water course or wetland) is also vital for 

filtering surface run off before it enters a water course. 
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Higher nutrient levels can stimulate excessive growth of 

some aquatic pants and algae and trigger major 

degradation of the watercourse or wetland. 

Other management options include: 

 Fencing to exclude stock from riparian/ floodplain 

zones 

 Fencing to manage stock grazing pressure in 

riparian/ floodplain zones (controlled grazing, 

rational grazing)  

 Pest animal control 

 Revegetation of riparian zone using local native 

plant species  

 Maintaining protective soil surface cover through 

stubble retention and reduced tillage. 

Further information 

Tyson-Doneley T, Hinchcliffe J, Williams J (2005) Native 
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Agricultural Districts, Department for Environment and 
Heritage, South Australia. 

Neagle N (2007) ‘A Biological Survey of the Mid North and 

Yorke Peninsula, South Australia, 2003-2004: Assessment 

of Biodiversity Assets at Risk.’ Department for Environment 

and Heritage, South Australia 

 

 

 

For more information 
Natural Resources Centre - Clare (head office) 

155 Main North Road 

Clare SA 5453 

Ph: (08) 8841 3400 

Hours: Monday-Friday, 9am-5pm 

www.naturalresources.sa.gov.au/northernandyorke 

 


