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Water is the lifeblood of our country. Many attempts have already been made and proposals put forward 

to conserve what is left of our country, and more will be required in the future. Current studies include 

the diversion of rivers to produce artificial irrigation, with the main purpose being to grow cotton.   

  

Critics of big infrastructure projects that could help ‘drought-proof’ regional and rural areas argue that 

‘nation-building’ schemes, such as dam building (e.g. the Snowy River project), or diverting mighty 

rivers inland do not stack up – either economically or environmentally. Nonetheless such schemes are 

back on the political agenda, and being pushed by some of the most powerful figures in corporate 

Australia. Very recently Mr Colin Barnett, Western Australia liberal leader, proposed a plan to build a 

3,700 km covered canal, to bring water the length of Western Australia - between the Fitzroy River - in 

the Kimberley region, and Perth. It would be the world’s longest canal and is estimated to cost $2 billion.  

  

The purpose of this paper is not to argue about the polluting and contaminating effect of such 

developments and their consequences on the environment. Much has been written on this topic already. 

This paper mentions only some classical examples that cause a large amount of controversy. It also 

outlines potential solutions to reinvigorate the dying heart of Australia and explains the benefits that can 

be gained from establishing eucalypt plantations.  

  

Ord River Scheme  

 

The Ord River scheme, originally considered to be a white elephant, now stands as a success story. It 

started with a diversion dam at Kununurra, built in 1967 at a cost of $20 million, of which the Federal 

Government contributed $12 million. It was, followed by a larger dam, 25 miles south, built in 1970-72 

at a cost of $22 million, and which holds the resulting Argyle Lake. The initial stage of development 

was predominantly a gravity-fed irrigation scheme.   

  

The power station of the Ord River Hydro Project was completed in 1996. It is fully owned by Pacific 

Hydro Ltd and is Australia’s largest privately funded renewable energy infrastructure project. It supplies 

power to the towns of Kununurra and Wyndham, as well as Argyle Diamonds, the world’s largest 

diamond mine. Water released from the lake is used for irrigation and tourism, with the area being the 

centre of growing tourism, sugar, fruit and vegetable industry ($57million in 2001-02).  

  

The system is secure during drought years, and power generation is not affected by water restrictions, 

unless water falls below an agreed ‘enough value’ of 78 metres, an event that has not occurred since the 

dam was constructed. Full storage level is 93 metres, with a catchment area of 46,000 square kilometres 

and annual rainfall between 500 and 800 millimetres (over a thre-month period). 

(http://www.pacifichydro.com.au/ordriver.htm)   

 

The 650km Ord river system drains into the Cambridge Gulf near Wyndham. Records show a mean 

annual streamflow (at the river mouth) of 4,500GL (10 times the amount of water in Sydney harbour).1 

The largest recorded flow was approximately 30,800 cubic metres per second (1956).   

                                                           
1 Water measures by comparison: 1 megalitre = 1 Olympic pool; GL (gigalitre) = 1000 Olympic pools.  

http://www.pacifichydro.com.au/ordriver.htm
http://www.pacifichydro.com.au/ordriver.htm
http://www.pacifichydro.com.au/ordriver.htm
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 On average, 1940GL of water is released through the hydropower station annually.   

(www.water.wa.gov.au/PublicationStore/first/246957.pdf)  

  

Depending on evaporation demand each year, farmers irrigate about 14,000 ha of land, using about 185 

-205 GL. About one-third of the 300 GL diverted from Lake Kununurra is estimated to be lost via  

evaporation in distribution practices.  

  

The ecological, recreational and cultural values of the river system have gained greater importance within 

the community in recent years.   

  

However, the project is having problems. The establishment of cotton production failed, and was 

abandoned in 1974. This was a blow to the hope of the developers, but eventually, a market-garden 

industry has been developing. Unsuccessful attempts to raise funds have hampered further developments 

to make the most of this vast water reservoir.  

  

The Kimberley Development Commission represented the interest of local and regional stakeholders 

within the key development planning processes that underpin the second stage expansion plans for the 

Ord River Irrigation Scheme. It worked closely with a wide range of state, local and Northern Territory 

Government agencies on environmental planning, Aboriginal assessment processes and the design of 

infrastructure systems. Unfortunately, the plan to expand the Ord Rive Irrigation Scheme by a consortium 

of agribusiness was abandoned in December 2001. This casting renewed doubt on further development 

of the Ord, with the exclusive development rights reverting back to the Western Australian and Northern 

Territory governments.  

  

Salt lakes, Lake Argyle and Lake Eyre  

 

Salt lakes are widespread in arid and semi-arid regions and form a significant part of our inland aquatic 

ecosystems. They are important natural assets with considerable aesthetic, cultural, economic, 

recreational, scientific conservation and ecological values.   

  

Salt lakes develop as the termini of inland drainage basins where hydrological inputs and outputs are 

balanced. Many seasonally filled salt lakes are likely to be drier for long periods. Over time, some salt 

lakes have decreased in size and increased in salinity. They have a long history, with paleodrainage  

(ancient drainage) maps showing that a series of salt lakes and river channels run towards the great 

depression of Lake Eyre, which is a remnant of an ancient lake named Dieri.2  

Lake Argyle is a huge reservoir3 that is part of the Ord River Irrigation Scheme. Its location, seasonal 

rainfall and size of reservoir contain its evaporation. As vegetation cover becomes established, its 

evaporation is further reduced. It is essential to determine sustainable diversion limits of water from the 

river system, and be able to share the available water between current and future water users. 

Environmental water allocations for the highly variable, flow-dependent Ord river ecosystem are still 

under consideration. (The lower Ord River requires appropriate dry season management).  

Conserving and benefiting from salt lake ecosystems.  

There are many ways to address the conservation of these ecosystems, while also adding to the 

economy through industry.  

 

                                                           

Sydney Harbour = 450,000 megalitre or 450 GL.  
2 See ‘Paleodrainage’ map at 1:10M scale in BMR Earth Science Atlas by the author.  
3 Lake Argyle’s normal storage capacity of 10,760 million cubic metres is 18 times the water volume 

of the Sydney Harbour = 8100 GL. At full capacity, it could double that amount.  



  3  

For example:   

• Timber plantations could be established, giving work to local native tribes. Japanese 

companies are currently experimenting to establish eucalypt varieties suitable for arid 

Australia.   

• The Tanami track could become a major traffic road, vital for mineral exploration in the 

Northern Territory, which is hampered by lack of infrastructure.  Salt can be mined to 

produce fertiliser.  

Tourism would be a boon to future development giving the region’s unique Aboriginal features and 

wildlife. At present, floods draw people from all over the world to witness the periodic explosion of 

wildlife around Lake Eyre. Seagulls, mallee kites, swans, ducks and the vulnerable bandit stilts search 

the new inland waterway for food and a place to breed. The birds feed on tiny brine shrimps, which 

survive as eggs in the salt crust. When the water arrives, the shrimps hatch and grow. While the water 

remains very salty, it is unsuitable for fish - leaving the brine shrimps as the main source of food for the 

birds. Fish such as yellowbelly breed in the Warburton Creek, which feeds the main inlet to Lake Eyre 

to the north where rain has formed a long channel through the lake, known as the Warburton Groove.  

But, as water levels decline, the fish return to water-holes upstream.4   

 How can we save our environmental assets, and keep this area in such a suitable condition? Is it 

possible? Evaporation is our greatest enemy. Federal and state ministers call meetings on the issue, and 

the debate continues. The agricultural industry wants water for irrigation and politicians don’t want to 

hear that less water should be used. Federal ministers persist in telling people that the river system is 

not in as a bad shape as some make out. As times goes by, any restoration project is going to be so 

costly - and the consequence of the delay so irreversible - that it is even unimaginable to the eyes of 

entrepreneurs and governments. Environmental problems already cost Australia $3billion a year to 

repair.  

  

A dying heart  

 

The Australian heart is dying. Its main artery, the Murray River, has its days numbered on a geological 

scale. Siltation is choking the estuary, and all efforts will eventually fail.  

  

The signs of a moribund Murray River are easy to see. The river red gum - the iconic species of the 

Murray–Darling basin, - shows thinning crowns, changes in bark, difference in leaf size and shape, and 

unusual shedding patterns: all signs of a species in decline. Parrots, brushtail possums, feathertail 

gliders, tree frogs, bats and goannas, who depend on the red gums for food and shelter, are also in 

decline and the Murray cod is rapidly disappearing.   

  

The Federal Minister for the Environment stated that the river is a managed river, which will never go 

back to being a pristine river. Towns such as Griffith and Mildura are dependent on continuing 

irrigation. But, South Australian Murray River irrigators faced for the first time in 2003 a 35% cut – 

their first ever! Irrigators in Victoria’s Goulburn, Campaspe, Loddon and Broken systems, and New  

South Wales border, Gwydir and Namoi Rivers have zero allocations. Victorian Murray irrigators have 

20% of allocations, while for the New South Wales irrigators the Murray, Murrumbidgee and 

Macquarie allocations are in single figures.5  

River catchments often fall across different jurisdictions - and institutional failures block 

progress. A significant exception to this is the Lake Eyre Basin, where communities and jurisdictions 

are working together across large catchment areas for sustainable management. This is the way to the 

future, according to Dr Graham Harris, Chief of the CSIRO Land and Water Division.  

 

Helping nature survive - a staged approach   
 

What can be done to help nature survive? Good economists know that to address environmental 

problems is to increase the efficiency of the economy. The process proposed here is very simple and 

                                                           
4 The Weekend Australian, March 6-7, 2004  
5 The Weekend Australian, July19-20, 2003  
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must be considered as a long-term program supported by states, commonwealth and private enterprises, 

including major mine exploration companies.  

  

By using water supplied from the Lake Argyle reservoir in stages, we could revive the ancient 

watercourses in sections, while keeping development commensurate with the progressive supply and the 

lake’s evaporation rate. W could develop timber plantations in a wide (e.g. up to 10 km) northsouth strip. 

After each section is well established, the project would proceed to the next step, and so on.  No dead-

line can be set for a completion date. Nature and wildlife will set their own pace while plantations are 

being established. Tourism, small villages and roads will develop. Aboriginal cooperatives will own the 

plantations and employ staff. With the establishment of infrastructure, mineral exploration would be 

feasible at far lower costs than required at present.   

  

This is a vision of the future that politicians don’t have - or even wish to contemplate. It is an investment 

in our country’s future with no immediate short-term gain, but is vital in the long run for the survival of 

the heart of our nation. Financiers are not interested unless returns are immediate. However, when the 

project is under-way, mineral exploration companies will be receptive and will eventually participate.   

  

It is essential to consider the ecosystem in its entirety and not only address a few problems here and there. 

Even if the whole project were to take 100 years to come to fruition, it would be a success. If we look 

into the future, when the Murray River will require extraordinary measures for its survival, it could be 

feasible to draw water from the channels in this green strip from the Argyle to flush the estuary. I am 

sure that the need for this would eventually force the availability of capital in the national interest for the 

survival of our land – just as if we were to go to war, when money is never a problem!  

  

The main initial input for the commencements of a water corridor project requires the participation of the 

Western Australian and Northern Territory governments and private agencies. It would involve gaining 

the cooperation of the local Aboriginal tribes to make the land available. They could overcome many 

environmental problems with their knowledge of local conditions, and would succeed in establishing the 

plantations in a consortium from which they would benefit. Plantations are established in about 20 years, 

so their future would be assured.  

  

Additional national building projects  

  

Tidal power: There are only a few places around the world where tide changes. Some power plants are 

already operating using this idea. One plant in France makes enough energy from tides to power 240,000 

homes. We could use the tidal changes in Northern Australia to assist development of tidal power.  

  

Fast train connecting capital cities: The $1.3 billion, 3000 km long Adelaide-Darwin-Railway fulfils a 

pledge almost a century old, while the fast train linking the major cities is yet to be constructed.  

Politicians are still sceptical about its viability. This inevitable development is delayed while its estimated 

costs are escalating!   

  

Only this century sees the connection of all mainland capital cities of Australia by standard-gauge rail. It 

is hard to believe, but it is a fact.   

 

Benefits of Eucalypt plantations in other countries  

 

Brazilian plantations6   

 

Eucalyptus trees were introduced to Brazil in 1910 to replenish native forests and sustain the charcoal 

industry. The species thrives in the Brazilian climate, and today approximately 5 million hectares are 

planted – the largest plantation area in the world.   

Brazilian Eucalyptus plantations achieve world record-setting growth rates, typically growing more than 

35 cubic meters per hectare per year. When well managed, the plantations are sustainable and endlessly 

                                                           
6 http://www.ipsnews.net/2002/10/environment-brazil-eucalyptus-plantations-blight-or-bonanza/  

http://www.ipsnews.net/2002/10/environment-brazil-eucalyptus-plantations-blight-or-bonanza/
http://www.ipsnews.net/2002/10/environment-brazil-eucalyptus-plantations-blight-or-bonanza/
http://www.ipsnews.net/2002/10/environment-brazil-eucalyptus-plantations-blight-or-bonanza/
http://www.ipsnews.net/2002/10/environment-brazil-eucalyptus-plantations-blight-or-bonanza/
http://www.ipsnews.net/2002/10/environment-brazil-eucalyptus-plantations-blight-or-bonanza/
http://www.ipsnews.net/2002/10/environment-brazil-eucalyptus-plantations-blight-or-bonanza/
http://www.ipsnews.net/2002/10/environment-brazil-eucalyptus-plantations-blight-or-bonanza/
http://www.ipsnews.net/2002/10/environment-brazil-eucalyptus-plantations-blight-or-bonanza/
http://www.ipsnews.net/2002/10/environment-brazil-eucalyptus-plantations-blight-or-bonanza/
http://www.ipsnews.net/2002/10/environment-brazil-eucalyptus-plantations-blight-or-bonanza/
http://www.ipsnews.net/2002/10/environment-brazil-eucalyptus-plantations-blight-or-bonanza/
http://www.ipsnews.net/2002/10/environment-brazil-eucalyptus-plantations-blight-or-bonanza/
http://www.ipsnews.net/2002/10/environment-brazil-eucalyptus-plantations-blight-or-bonanza/
http://www.ipsnews.net/2002/10/environment-brazil-eucalyptus-plantations-blight-or-bonanza/
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replantable. Commercial harvesting occurs after five to seven years, but year-on-year growth is 

constantly improving due to governmental development efforts and research funding.  

Brazil is now the world top producer and exporter of eucalyptus wood and pulp. The wood is in heavy 

demand from the charcoal and pulp and paper industries, as well as the iron industry. A positive 

secondary effect of the species’ popularity and adaptability is the preservation of native forests.  

Chinese plantations   

 

China has the world’s second-largest planting of Eucalyptus. Their policies and programmes have made 

considerable progress in scientific and technological studies and in practical production. To date, some 

460,000 ha of Eucalyptus plantations and 1.5 billion individual trees have been planted. Eucalyptus 

plantations are proven to bring highly positive effects on the environment, and also to accelerate the 

advancement of social, economic and cultural aspects.  

  

Ecological aspects   

 

Different opinions exist on the relation between eucalypt plantations and negative impacts on ecosystems 

and environment. The dispute focuses on three points: soil degradation, the water cycle and biodiversity. 

The large-scale eucalypt plantations that have been established in China have proven that positive effects 

can be produced on the environment.  

   

Protection function   

 

An example is shown in the 84-km-long shelterbelt along the Nanliu River in Guangxi Region. This 

shelterbelt, which was established in 1974, now effectively provides the safety of 92,000 people and 

protects 8,000 ha of crop land (Ouyang Quan, 1990). In Hainan Island, the eucalypt protection forests 

standing around rubber plantations can increase the productivity of latex by 10% (Wen Maoyuan, 1982).  

  

Functions in soil and water conservation   

 

Eucalypt plantations have made great contributions to soil and water conservation. Data from Jingdong 

County, Yunnan Province, shows that after the establishment of eucalypt plantations, the density of soil 

decreases by 6%, and 98% of stem run-off, and 99% of mud and sand movement are intercepted. 

(www.fao.org/docrep/005/ac772e/ac772e04.htm)    

  

Effect on the water cycle   

 

Eucalypts, as fast growing species, have a high rate of water metabolism. They can survive in some dry 

sites because the exploratory tap roots reach deep in the soil to absorb water and overcome the lack of 

water supply in the surface soil. Its transpiration (loss of water through the leaves) is not intensive. 

Though eucalypts consume a certain quantity of water to support fast growth, eucalypt plantations do not 

worsen the water conditions in forest soils.  

  

Effect on soil fertility 

 

Eucalypts absorb a large amount of nutrients to maintain fast growth. However, through photosynthesis, 

the tree also produces nutrients. Much of the nutrients that are absorbed from the soil and produced in 

leaves can return back to the soil via dead leaves and branches. A steady nutritional balance can be kept 

under correct management.  

Recent opinions incorrectly suggest that eucalypts could lead to the decline of soil fertility, as the forest 

land quality in eucalypt plantation declines. Firstly, soil decline does not occur in eucalypt plantation 

only. Secondly, there are some successes reported in improving soil fertility of eucalypt plantations.  

Dead leaves and branches are retained in eucalypt forest, and the occurrence of soil decline is avoided. 

The variety of vegetation and species of bird, animal and insect life also increases. 

(en.cnki.com.cn/Article_en/CJFDTOTAL-LYKE200402027.htm).  
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Developing biodiversity and keeping ecological balance   

  

In southern China, Eucalyptus trees grow on what was barren land. With the establishment of eucalypt 

plantations, the ecological conditions distinctly improve and the number of life forms rises. In an area of 

100 m2, more than 20 species of plants were found. With the increase of bird life, bird excrement can be 

seen everywhere in some plantations. It was reported that 23 classes of 71 bird species, live in eucalypt 

plantations of Guiqi County, Jiangxi Province, more than that in pine  (Pinus massoniana) plantations.   

(www.fao.org/docrep/005/ac772e/ac772e04.htm)  

Inter-cropping in plantations is feasible and provides many short-term economic benefits. It also  has 

many advantages in establishing  eucalypt plantations, e.g. improvement of soil fertility, cure and control 

of insect and pests, water and soil conservation.  

  

 Economic and social aspects   

  

The introduction of Eucalyptus has contributed much to China’s economic and social progress. It 

contributes to improving ecological conditions, and to raising the living standard of people, introducing 

new technology and producing new forestry organisations.   

  

Eucalyptus is one of the important national resources of commercial timber, with annual production 

reaching 5 million cubic metres per year. In southern China, eucalypt wood is largely used for producing 

chips for papermaking and for man-made fibre industries. From April 1989 to March 1990, 171,000 

cubic metres of eucalypt chips were exported to Oji Paper Cooperation in Japan. In rural areas, eucalypt 

timber is generally used for making doors, window frames, floors, farm implements, etc.  

  

China annually produces more than 2,000 tonnes of eucalypt oil as a by-product of the timber industry. 

The income from this essential oil makes up 20% of the total earning of foreign exchange, which is 

generated from eucalypt products. Eucalypts also have an important application in the production of 

honey. Many hives are placed in eucalypt plantations in the flowering season.   

  

  

The Friends of Oolong acknowledges the traditional owners of country throughout Australia and their continuing 

connection to land, sea and community. We pay our respects to them and their cultures and to their elders both 

past and present.  

   
Aboriginal Land Management  

 

Aboriginal people managed the land in a far more systematic and scientific fashion than we have ever 

realised.  

In Dark Emu, Mr Pascoe revisits early explorers' accounts of seeing women harvesting yams, onions, 

and cultivating the land.  

"I guess it was the grain harvests, and the grinding of seed into flour on such an extensive scale. The 

reserves of flour that were made by people. The reserves of grain that were stored in secure vessels; that's 

what took me by surprise."7  

Many reasons have been put forward for the lack of agriculture in Australia, but it is only recently that it 

was realised that they did in fact practice a form of agriculture, firestick agriculture. They not only used 

fire to hunt, setting fire to grass to chase out animals to aid in hunting, but regularly burnt limited areas 

to increase the availability of new grass to feed the animals they hunted, maintaining the populations of 

their prey species sustainably for many thousands of years. Not only did they maintain their hunting lands 

in the condition their prey species preferred, they are also thought to be possibly, at least partially, 

responsible for the spread of dry eucalypt forests after their arrival, because this type of vegetation is 

fire-resistant.  

... And what we think of as virgin bush in a national park is nothing of the kind.  

  

" '…far more happier than we Europeans': Aborigines and farmers" (PDF). London Papers in Australian 

Studies (formerly Working Papers in Australian Studies) (London: Menzies Centre for  

                                                           
7 www.angusrobertson.com.au/books/dark-emu-bruce-pascoe/p/9781922142436  
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Australian Studies. King’s College. Each year the Centre publishes London Papers in Australian Studies. 

These are representative of some of the most recent and exciting intellectual work in Australian Studies.)8   

Across Australia, early Europeans commented again and again that the land looked like a park. With 

extensive grassy patches and pathways, open woodlands and abundant wildlife, it evoked a country estate 

in England. Bill Gammage has discovered this was because Aboriginal people managed the land in a far 

more systematic and scientific fashion than we have ever realised.  

For over a decade, he has examined written and visual records of the Australian landscape. He has 

uncovered an extraordinarily complex system of land management using fire, the life cycles of native 

plants, and the natural flow of water to ensure plentiful wildlife and plant foods throughout the year. We 

know Aboriginal people spent far less time and effort than Europeans in securing food and shelter, and 

now we know how they did it. With details of land-management strategies from around Australia, The 

Biggest Estate on Earth rewrites the history of this continent, with huge implications for us today. Once 

Aboriginal people were no longer able to tend their country, it became overgrown and vulnerable to the 

hugely damaging bushfires we now experience.  

... And what we think of as virgin bush in a national park is nothing of the kind.  

  

  

Gianni D`Addario  

President,  

Friends of Oolong Inc.  

185 Bushs Lane   Dalton 

NSW 2581  

mobile 0423200202  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
8 ISSN 1746-1774. Retrieved 23 November 2010. 3. Gammage, Bill (October 2011). The Biggest Estate 

on Earth: How Aborigines made Australia. Crows Nest, N.S.W: Allen & Unwin (Online page; Interview 

about the book, 11 Oct 2011.  

1. ). ISBN 9781742377483. Retrieved12 Oct 2011. [Jacket inside front cover summary:]  

 


