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Submission: Victoria’s North and Murray Water Resource Plan
My name is Michael James Caldwell I live at Nathalia My association with the
Barmah Forest (now National Park) began in 1966 when I moved to Nathalia
(from Cohuna) with my parents and siblings, after my father was appointed to
the position of District Forest Officer, in charge of the Barmah Forest.
Since moving to Nathalia, I have been involved with the Barmah Forest for
both work and recreation. In August 2018, I retired from Parks Victoria (PV)
after over 40 years of service in Barmah Forest with PV and the Department of
Sustainability and Environment (DSE) (and its predecessors), witnessing many
changes along the way. The last 30 years of my career was spent as a Forest
Officer and Team Leader of water in Barmah Forest where my duties included;
silviculture, timber harvesting, cattle management, apiary management, visitor
management and on ground water operations (i.e. operation of regulators,
bird monitoring, flood mapping, use of boat for flood monitoring and
visitation).
I have observed many changes to Barmah Forest over this time, particularly the
changes in vegetation, largely due to the management of water. Continual
unseasonal flooding has had a significant impact on vegetation, in particular
the reduction of the Moira Grass (Pseudoraphis spinescens) in the Barmah
Forest. Moira Grass is considered a keystone species of Flood Plain Grassy
Wetlands and is included in the RAMSAR ecological description of Barmah
Forest.
Changes in vegetation that I have observed over the past 40+ years include;
the abundance of Red Gum (Eucalyptus camaldulensis) germination; and the
encroachment of Giant Rush (Juncus ingens), both significantly contributing to
the reduction in Moira Grass in the Barmah Forest.

Unseasonal Flooding
Grazing by cattle and wild horses have long been blamed for the reduction in
Moira Grass, however they are not the cause. Summer flooding is.
Over the last approximately 20 years, there has been a focus on bird and fish
breeding activities in Barmah. Regulators on the Murray River are being kept
open for longer periods with environmental water flows, resulting in many the

open plains -once covered in Moira Grass -being inundated with water until
February/ March the following year.
A fact that must be acknowledged in Barmah Forest is that ALL water travels
through the Barmah Forest in a south westerly direction, regardless of what
regulated or unregulated creek is running water resulting in; the Barmah lakes,
Steamer and Portland Race plains; being under water for many months over
summer. This provides ideal conditions for Red Gum and Giant Rush survival.
For the last 10 years, Politicians of all persuasions and many other groups have
been rallying to get more water for the environment and health of our Rivers,
yet no one has worked out how to get more water down the Murray River
through the Barmah choke. The Barmah choke will only take 7,800 mega litres
daily. When downstream flows at Yarrawonga (DFY) exceed 10,400 mega litres
daily, part of Barmah Forest is flooded, unless New South Wales (NSW) takes
the extra water.

Abundance of Red Gum germination
In 1968, a fire started on the NSW side of the Murray River, jumped the river
and burnt a substantial area, rendering the trees to little value. Significant
germination occurred following the fire in 1968/9. Continual flooding of this
area over late spring and summer has enabled these trees to survive, in an
area where they would have normal been killed off by seasonal unregulated
flooding. Today, the largest of these trees is now approx. 25- 30 cm’s diameter
at breast height (DBH).
I have included three (3) photographs of the same location - One Tree Crossing
- taken in 1914, 1966 and 1998. These photographs clearly show the vast
change in vegetation from open Moira Grass Plains, to dense Red Gum and
Giant Rush.
The first photograph (1914) was taken prior to the building of Hume Dam, the
levy bank built around the edge of Barmah Forest and the construction of eight
(8) regulators on secondary effluents in the Barmah Forest. It is quite clear that
Barmah was a lot more open, when flooding would have occurred NATURALLY
and not held up artificially by a dam and levee bank.

Figure 1 – One Tree Crossing 1914 – Facing South

The second photo was taken in 1966 and is post Hume Dam construction and
the building of regulators in the forest. The photograph shows that some Red
Gum seedlings have already started to germinate and survive. No
environmental water was in use at this time.

Figure 2 – One Tree Crossing 1966 – Facing South

The third photograph (1998) shows a vastly different landscape. A series of
summer rain rejection floods and summer flooding events during the
1980’s/90’s, provided the ideal conditions for Red Gum and Giant Rush to
invade a once ‘carpet-like’ Moira Grass Plain.

Figure 3 – One Tree Crossing 1998 – Facing North

Clearly summer flooding has altered the Biodiversity of Barmah.

Encroachment of Giant Rush
In 1982, another significant fire burnt a large area of Barmah Forest known as
the Boal Deadwoods and Duck hole plain. In the eighties and early nineties this
area was continually flooded (for approximately 10 years) by natural and
summer rain rejection floods. Prior to this continual flooding over summer, the
Duck Holes was a large open plain covered in Moira Grass, this same area
today is covered in Red gum regrowth and Giant Rush, with little or no Moira
Grass.
Like the Duck Holes mentioned above, Harbours, Keys Point and Doctors Point
were all open Moira Grass Plains but are now experiencing encroachment by
Red Gums and Giant Rush, with little or no Moira Grass remaining. Continual
flooding over the late spring summer has provided ideal conditions for these
species to invade the open plains and out compete the Moira Grass. Black

Swamp also used to have a real carpet like covering of Moira Grass, today it is
covered in Giant Rush and Warrego Summer Grass (Paspalidium distans).
In the mid 30’s the Forest Commission stated approx. 14%of the Forest floor
was Moira Grass, when Chesterfield conducted vegetation studies throughout
the Barmah Forest in the 1980’s, approx. 6% of the total area was open Moira
Grass Plains, today only approximately 2% remains open plains.

Environmental Flooding
To flood 85% of Barmah Forest, the Murray River needs to be at 16 foot at
Tocumwal or approximately 35,000 mega litres daily DFY. However, the
easement between Hume Dam and Yarrawonga will only carry 25,000 mega
litres daily. This means it is impossible to flood Barmah Forest with
environmental water. The only way of getting 85% coverage is for a natural
flood from the Ovens River or Hume dam overspilling. A comprehensive Flood
management plan needs to be completed to encompass this.
I suggest that when the Ovens River floods, then the entire flows are to be
discharged at Yarrawonga, with Hume dam flows being maintained at their
current rate instead of being reduced.
Also, the use of Barmah Forest as a conduit for water transfer to South
Australia (SA) over late spring and summer must cease or Barmah Forest has
the potential to become another Lake Mulwala, with nothing but dead trees in
it. Birds will breed somewhere as will fish, however I believe the Biodiversity of
Barmah Forest must not be allowed to suffer with late spring /summer
flooding or a whole iconic site will be destroyed. As mentioned above, Moira
Grass Plains are included in the RAMSAR ecological description of Barmah
Forest. A key management objective of the RAMSAR listing is to restore the
extent of Moira Grass Plains to the area present at the time of the RAMSAR
listing, which was 1500ha. This is not occurring and the species is continuing to
decline due to poor management.
As for the translucent regulator operation (regulators opened) from July 1 until
September 1, orchestrated by the Goulburn Broken Catchment Management
Authority (GBCMA), is not transparent and only a disguise to get water into
Barmah Forest to start a bird breeding event. Once this has occurred,
environmental water is then used to prolong the flooding event until the birds
are hatched and fledged. Although this is seen by some as a win for the
environment, it is simply ‘robbing Peter to pay Paul’. Delivering these

prolonged floods over late spring and summer provides ideal bird breeding
conditions. However, it also provides ideal conditions for the encroachment of
Red Gum and Giant Rush on Moira Grass Plains. This practise must stop and
the land manager (Parks Victoria) takes more responsibility for the land they
manage for all Australians.
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