Catchment Update

Autumn 2012
In General:
‘Canberra recorded its wettest week in 62 years’ wrote Meredith Clisby from The Chronicle on the 6th
March. Most of the month’s 200 mm had fallen in that first week. The Cotter Dam was inundated with
water pushing scaffolding and equipment hundreds of meters down stream. No monitoring occurred in the
Cotter or Tidbinbilla sub-catchments that month and most of the Gudgenby sub-catchment was closed to
vehicle access.
The Murrumbidgee saw flooding from as high up as Cooma. As this flowed north and west it brought
masses of mud and debris as it wound its way to threaten Wagga Wagga and Narrandera. Waterwatchers in
all of our sub-catchments recorded the dramatic affects of flooding in March.
The rainfall statistics below from ActewAGL say it all.

So, how did all this extra water affect our readings?
Water Temp: The high volumes and flows of March meant little difference around the region in early
autumn. This later returned to the more normal pattern of cooler temperatures in the higher catchments.
pH: No readings of concern this season.
E.C: Wanniassa Creek (drain) got saltier as the season progressed, until the EPA were notified in May (E.C:
1010 uS)
Turbidity: The Murrumbidgee had a ‘pulse’ of mud travel through after the heavy rain. But Paddy’s River
copped the worst turbidity issue in the region. The readings jumped up over 30 at many sites along the river
over this period.
Dissolved Oxygen: Most of the region had very good readings.
Phosphates: Good results at most sites from all the flushing. Point Hut Pond had a season of very high
readings (0.9). The site below the dam on Tuggeranong Creek also had a spike in early March.
Nitrates and Nitrites: No readings of concern were recorded, however there was a recall on a number of
kits that had contaminated strips.

Algae: Algae was either washed away or covered in mud in March. The growths returned later on as the
water settled. Blue Green algae was still seen blooming in the gross pollution traps of Lake Tuggeranong
and the diatoms resettled in the Murrumbidgee River.

Autumn macroinvertebrate monitoring.

Signal 2 (macroinvertebrate) scores were generated for 9 sites. An average of signal 2 scores
is included for each sub catchment where conducted (next to the shrimp).

Lower Murrumbidgee:

(Includes Uriarra Crossing, Casuarina Sands and the Cotter Camp ground sites.)

The flooding rains really took there toll on these sites. Fleur and Marie recorded debris caught 3 meters
above the normal water line. They are also noting the ongoing death of Casuarinas around the Cotter
campsite. The board walk was destroyed at Casuarina Sands and public access to the site was banned in
early March. By May the water at Casuarina Sands was crystal clear.

Upper Murrumbidgee:

(All Murrumbidgee sites up stream of the Cotter junction. Includes lower Gudgenby
River site and all creeks and dams east of the Murrumbidgee not flowing into Lake
Tuggeranong)

The Point Hut Crossing site was unrecognizable after the floods. It looked as though many large truck loads
of sand had been dumped in the river completely altering the shape of the bank. You now walk over dunes
to get to the water. Similar affects were seen at Kambah Pool and (surprise, surprise) the new Smith’s Road
bridge was once again washed out for the second time since January last year. While the Murrumbidgee
itself was looking beautifully clear by mid autumn many of the urban ponds and tributaries suffered under
the sudden release of soil and many were still quite muddy at the end of the season. Point Hut Pond showed
the biggest release of phosphates (in May) reaching 0.9mg/L.

Point Hut Crossing, just like a beach only smaller.

Average Signal 2 score= 3.5 with 7 bug types. Suggests pollution.

Tuggeranong:

(Tuggeranong Creek and all storm waterways flowing into Lake Tuggeranong.)

Autumn saw the release of CRC eWater’s Professor Ian Lawrence’s report on Lake Tuggeranong’s water
quality. Ian’s report points to 3 major concerns in this catchment;
1. Soil erosion and subsequent high turbidity
2. High phosphate loads
3. Intermittent extreme flows resulting in the churning and release of stored nutrients.
He discusses how this drives the Blue Green algal blooms we have witnessed and suggests a range of
measures. Copies of this report made for the SACTCG are freely available.
There were no less than 3 front page articles written in the ‘Canberra Chronicle’ focusing on concerns about
this catchment. Media interest was also fuelled by the publishing of an enquiry into Canberra’s urban
waterways, (in which Ian was the major contributor) thought its focus was Lake Burley Griffin, which this
year suffered one of the worst blue-green algal blooms on record. One unnamed media report warned of the
risk of ‘paralysis or death’ if one came in contact with the water. The smell was certainly bad enough and
familiar to any of us who live near or ventured around Lake Tuggeranong earlier this year. Our lake
received a reprieve from being green as the extremely high flows gave her a good rinse.
Julia Banks began her C.I.T. based research into phosphate load sources around the lake, taking samples
from every storm water entry point and up the entire engineered length of Tuggeranong Creek. High salt
and high phosphate can be seen coming from some distinct places. We look forward to the findings.

Village creek getting a muddy wash in March

Average Signal 2 score= 2.9 with 7 bug types. Suggests pollution.

Cotter:

(All sites on the Cotter River upstream of the Cotter Camp Ground.)

Another sad goodbye goes to Joe Stephens the (ex) Team Leader of the Yurung Dhaura trainees. He heads
off to play with bilbies in the desert somewhere near Broken Hill.
Access to the Cotter catchment was off in March as the new Cotter dam did a convincing impression of
Victoria Falls. The Yurung Dhaura gang got the ‘pleasure’ of retrieving much of the resulting debris
downstream of the bridge.
Vanity’s Crossing’s fish-way was engulfed in rubble and all the plantings at the site had vanished. The size
of the rocks that were pushed by the overflowing river was scary and testament to the shear force of the
water coming down from the mountains.

Vanity's Crossing in April. All planting washed away as well as the 'fish way' filled in with rocks.

Paddy’s:

(Includes Paddy’s River, Gibraltar Creek in Corin Forest and all sites in the
Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve)

Public access was denied to much of this catchment in March. Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve was also closed.
Paddy’s River sites had the same patterns of destruction at popular picnic sites as the Murrumbidgee.
Fleur’s comprehensive report for Murray’s Corner included; ‘water has been to top car park level with new
picnic tables again gone, BBQ in lower shelter gone; that shelter now perched on undermined island;
debris up to about 1.8m around riverside trees; signage uprooted, water level gauge twisted; reed beds
gone, evidence of causeway gone as water flows unobstructed onwards’
Tidbinbilla received 400mm of rain in 4 days according to the ‘Friends of Tidbinbilla’ with the CVA
Interpreters reporting damage to the deck work over the Tidbinbilla River in the Sanctuary. The relatively
new stock fence at Miranda’s site has also been washed away.
The turbidity fluctuated up and down along the river but high readings, above 20, were the norm.

Paddy's River at Miowera in Nov 11 and April 12.

Average Signal 2 score= 6.7 with 4 bug types. Suggests poor habitat.

Gudgenby:

(Includes all creeks and streams
flowing into the Gudgenby River.
Most sites are in the Namadgi
National Park).

Martin and I visited his sites at the end of
March once the roads were open in the
national park. Hospital Creek had returned to a
proper swamp making trudging to the
monitoring sites in fun game of balancing on
the tussocks to avoid going for a swim. Martin
also noted that the water level in ‘Little Dry
Creek’ was the highest he’d seen and that the
signs of flooding in the other creeks were also
higher than ever. At the upper end of Bogong
Creek we found hundreds of tadpoles
swimming in water filled tyre tracks in the dirt
road.
We were also greeted by a wild dog that
looked to me like a house-hold German
shepherd.
Ian recorded some damage to the Naas Road
Bridge along with high levels of scouring and
erosion in the lower Gudgenby River bed. Not
surprising really.

'Little Dry Creek' meeting Hospital Creek in March. Photo Martin Chalk

Naas:

(Includes all creeks and streams flowing into the Naas River).

Ian also recorded high flow damage in the Naas River and Gudgenby Creek. The number of fences that get
‘washed away’ by floods is remarkable. Landholders must have a hell of a time afterwards retrieving
wandering stock as well as replacing fences that literally disappear, not just get damaged. Ian noted that the
fence that disappeared at Gudgenby Creek in March was back up by the time he did the following month’s
testing.
Interestingly the Naas River catchment was been identified as ‘high risk’ and a priority for action under a
draft consultant report commissioned for the ‘Action for Clean Water Alliance’ this year. The report
identifies sub-catchments that are the biggest concern for turbidity loads in the Upper Murrumbidgee and
covers its catchment from Tantangara Dam to the ACT border.
A huge thank you to all those groups and individuals involved in collecting data for this update.
Waterwatch volunteers provide vital and immediate information on the state of our waterways which
is being increasingly used by government and corporations locally and nationally. For more
information contact the SACTCG Waterwatch Coordinator on 62966400 or Waterwatch@sactcg.org.au

Martin Lind.

