Focus on river’s pllght

By Jo Reid
THE Wannon River has been called an
“ecological jewel,” home to critically

endangered species and climate refugees.
Yet, for over 50 years, the waterway has been
suffering from what experts are calling an
“artificial drought,” driven by inflexible water
diversion policies and forgotten political
promises.

Dr Lachlan Farrington, Principal Ecolo-
gist with the Nature Glenelg Trust (NGT),
has spent over a decade studying the region'’s
aquatic spaces. He describes the Wannon as
an “under-appreciated waterway” that boasts
an unique, and increasinglyfragile, ecosystem.

“It's got the threatened Wannon River
Blackfish, which is critically endangered. It’s
got the Glenelg Spiny Crayfish, which is na-
tionally endangered,” Dr Farrington said.

The river’s floodplains also serve as a
drought refuge for declining small mammals,
such as bandicoots and potoroos. According
to Dr Farrington, the river provides a place of
securitythat wildlife can fallback on when sur-
rounding conditions are harsh, which is also
why the catchment historically resists burning
during severe bushfires.

Since 1971, headwater flows have been
diverted away from the river, starving it of its
early-season runoff in the wet seasons.

“It's been in this artificial drought since
then, really,” Dr Farrington said. “If you are
coming out of summer and the river really
needs a drink... and you're sort of diverting the
water from June, sometimes that means that
first part of the river doesn’t actually get the
flow.”

The ecological toll is becoming visible. Ter-
restrial plants are creeping into the dry river-
bed, fundamentally changing the nature of the
riparian zone. For Dr Farrington, this reality
hit homre during a 2016 family camping trip
at Jimmy Creek, where he witnessed the river
dried up into tiny pools.

Fixing the problem seems simple on the
surface: leave the diversion gates closed tem-
porarily to allow environmental flows. But the
reality involves navigating a complex and rigid
water entitlement framework.

Currently, water decisions for the Wim-
mera-Glenelg system are controlled by five
overarching entitlement holders: GWMWater,
the Victorian Environmental Water Holder,
Wannon Water, Coliban Water, and the Com-
monwealth Environmental Water Holder.

Dr Farrington points out that the current
environmental watering framework is mod-
elled around dam releases, which doesn’t
work for the Wannon's diversion system.

“Once you take the water away from the sys-
tem and divert it to Bellfield, you can’t actually
get it back again,” he said. “The system’s just
notflexible enough. Makingthese small tweaks
and accommodations isn't really something
that the system is designed to incorporate.”

Compounding the community’s frustration
is the history of the diversion itself. In 1969, the
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Minister for Water, Mr Borthwick, approved
the diversion of the upper 15 square kilome-
tres explicitly as a temporary measure, promis-
ing it would not be used for additional irriga-
tion schemes.

Fast forward over 50 years, and the diver-
sion has morphed into a permanent fixture.
“They were basically promises that were made
to the community at the time,” Dr Farrington
said, pointing out the difficulty in finding any
official legislation that supports the temporary
nature of the initial promise.

Despite the bureaucratic hurdles, there is a
glimmer of hope. The NGT continues to pro-
vide evidence-based monitoring to decision-
makers, working alongside grassroots advoca-

cy from the recently formed Save the Wannon
Group. The current development of a new Sus-
tainable Water Strategy for Western Victoria
may also offer a rare window for policy reform
through GWMWater.

“It just needs to be a bit more flexible in
response to the season we're having,’ Dr Far-
rington said. “It’s really just a matter of recog-
nising the river has a right and a requirement
for a certain amount of water.”

- For residents eager to support the river’s
recovery, you can reach out to the Save the
Wannon group (not related to the NGT) via
email: wannonriver@gmail.com or phone the
Group Convenor Katrina Rainsford on 0429
741 256.



