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We stand for fresh water for a healthy 
river, by opposing weirs and the 
intrusion of seawater, elimination of 
overallocation in the MDB, and by 
supporting a share of water for the 
environment. 

More and more voices are calling for a healthy river, 
and environmental flows of water into the Lakes, and 
out of the Mouth.  The River, Lakes and Coorong 
Action Group has become a member of two water 
coalitions to make our combined voices heard. These 
are the Water Action Coalition, and Coalition of 
Concerned River Murray Communities.  They are 
both planning rallies, in Adelaide, up the river, in 
Melbourne and in Canberra.  It will be an interesting 
year with many opportunities to participate in: 
fundraising, activities, and rallies. It will be a year to 
be involved, and hopefully a year to enjoy. 

At the recent AGM the committee changed.  They 
were a very hardworking committee, with very 
interesting meetings, and I thank them all for their 
contributions. In particular I doubly thank two of the 
committee: John Yelland who took on extra tasks as 
well as the very onerous secretarial role, and 
Diane Bell who instigated the Actions and 
Communications Subcommittee, which set up the 
enormously successful Freshwater Embassy at 
Clayton Bay during the construction of the regulator. 

I welcome the new committee and look forward to an 
inspiring year working with them all. 

Congratulations also to the whole of the River, Lakes 
and Coorong Action Group who won the prestigious 
Conservation Council’s Jill Hudson Environmental 
Award, presented by Jay Weatherill in June. 

Anne Hartnett            
Chairman RLCAG.       
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Cover Picture:   
A field of crosses appeared overnight on 7th August 
as the “regulator” construction advanced across the 
river at Clayton Bay.  Story page 18. 
Photo: Cynthia Jones 
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any form which may occur as a result of using information appearing in this 
publication.  The opinions expressed herein are not necessarily those of the 
Committee, except where indicated. 
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On 12th June 2009, the South Australian Government 
announced that they were going to build a 
“regulator” (essentially a rubble and earth dam wall) 
across the river channel between the cliffs at Clayton, 
and the shore of Hindmarsh Island, and two other 
lower “regulators” across the mouths of the Finniss 
River and Currency Creek. They justified this 
massive environmental disruption and use of 
taxpayers’ money by saying it was to alleviate the 
emergency posed by acid sulfate soils. 

What emergency we ask? 

While some highly acidic soil points and pools had 
been found in certain spots on the Currency Creek 
and Finniss River, CSIRO and NRM-supervised 
monitoring of soils in the creek beds over a wider 
area indicated mostly alkaline conditions on the 
surface layers.  (For demystification of acid sulfate 
soils, pH, the remedial liming of acid “hot-spots”, and 
more details of the monitoring measurements, see 
Po’Manda’s Diary, page 8 & 9) 

By mid May, at Wally's Landing, one of the iconic 
“hot spots” on the Finniss River, healthy vegetation 
was colonising the cracked mud of the creek bed, fish 
and water insects were abundant in the flowing 
narrow central stream, sounds of frogs filled the air 
and ducks and swans were happily swimming in 
wetland pools. Mother Nature, it appeared, was 
coping with this “unprecedented” emergency very 
nicely. 

In May 2009, the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) began posting regular reports detailing the 
water quality of the Lower Lakes on their website:  
http://www.epa.sa.gov.au/lower_lakes.html.   

Since August 2008, fortnightly measurements were 
taken at 20 sites in Lake Alexandrina, the Goolwa 
Channel, the Currency Creek and Finniss River 
tributaries, and four sites in Lake Albert. Of particular 
interest were the readings of pH, a measure of 
whether the water is acid or basic (7 being neutral 
with lower numbers acidic) and alkalinity, shown by 
the amount of dissolved calcium carbonate 
(limestone), which indicates the capacity of the water 
to neutralise acids. 

May’s report showed that despite the drastic 
reduction in water levels, and hence volume during 
this period, (Lake Alexandrina shrank from 1100 Gl 
to 660 Gl, almost half), the readings for pH and 
alkalinity remained essentially constant - Lake 
Alexandrina between pH 8.5 and 9.1 (safely basic) 
and the alkalinity varying between 160 and 234 mg/l.  
This was well above the Government’s “trigger” 
point for increased monitoring (100 mg/l) and up to 
10 times the supposed danger level at which “action 
needs to occur” (Minister Maywald’s press release of 
November 2008). 

Levels in the Currency Creek and Finniss River 
tributaries were pH 8 to 9.5 and alkalinity of 70 to 
300 mg/l.  In fact in the Goolwa Channel, near the 
outlets of the tributaries, the alkalinity actually 
increased as water level decreased. 

Effect of Autumn rains 
This report only covered the period to the end of 
March 2009, but data from automatic measuring 
beacons (available on the DWLBC’s web site) in 
Lake Alexandrina and Goolwa Channel for 1st to 
7th June still showed constant pH readings of 8.7 in 
the Lake and 8.6 in the Goolwa Channel, suggesting 
there had been no sudden changes since March. 
The Goolwa Channel reading is particularly 
significant, as this is the body of water which was 
feared to be at risk if overwhelmed by the anticipated 
acid flows down the tributaries after the first autumn 
rains.  These rains had already taken place with 
significant falls on 25th to 27th April and 24th to 
28th May 2009. 
Evidence is mounting that Lake Alexandrina, the 
River and tributaries were coping well.  Natural 
revegetation was appearing on exposed shores.  Trial 
bioremediation plantings to combat the acid in the 
soil were thriving.  Experiments in the Finniss River 
below Wally's Landing and in the Currency Creek, 
where fine granulated limestone was added to highly 
acidic local hotspots, also proved to be very 
successful. 

So why?  Why, we keep asking, are they building 
these things? 

���
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All logic points to trying the simplest, cheapest, least 
disruptive solutions first — the liming of hotspots and 
the treatment of exposed river beds with appropriate 
plantings and mulching. 

And logic clearly sees the environmental vandalism 
that will result from blocking off the River channel at 
Clayton Bay.  During the last two years almost no net 
flows entered Lake Alexandrina from the Murray 
(the 1 Gl per day dilution flow was almost entirely 
consumed by the pumping into Lake Albert).  
The Lake has only been kept alive by the winter 
fresh-water flows from the Finniss River and 
Currency Creek.  And now these are to be impounded 
on the Goolwa side of the dam wall at Clayton.   

Let's not beat around the bush, calling it a 
‘regulator’ — it's a WALL. 

Is the death of our beautiful Lakes Alexandrina and 
Albert, internationally recognised Ramsar sites once 
rich with migratory and resident birds, fish and other 
aquatic life, the price we have to pay for a perhaps 
acid scare? 

In despair at what appeared to be a stubborn disregard 
for local knowledge, a flouting of reason, and a 
blatant contempt for the future of the Lakes, 
25 members of the RLCAG got together for a 
brainstorm.  What do we do next?  During much 
discussion over a potluck dinner, the seeds of our 
Freshwater Embassy were sown. 

Winter Floods 
The winter flood of the Finniss River began on 
12th July.  The ford on Winery Road was covered 
to a depth of 300 to 600 mm for 4 days, and nearby 
wetlands were inundated. RLCAG members 
celebrated.  The “regulator” had not yet reached 
the Clayton cliffs.  This flood at least would flow 
through to the Lake. 

And what had happened to the pH during this event?  
Happily neutral! 

There appeared no longer to be an emergency. 

But construction kept proceeding. 

Again, we ask why?       

Liz Yelland            

Greg Lundstrom and helper 
testing soil in the Finniss,  

8th May    
 

Flow over the Finniss 
ford, Winery Road  

15th July  
 

pH 6.2 water in the cracks at 
Wally’s Landing 

1st July 
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Construction of Regulators at Clayton, Finniss 
and Currency will damage, disturb and interfere 
with our lands, waters and sky. 

Through their representative bodies, the Ngarrindjeri 
Tendi Inc, Ngarrindjeri Heritage Committee Inc, and 
Ngarrindjeri Native Title Management Committee, 
the Ngarrindjeri people state that the construction of 
the regulators at Clayton Bay and across the Finniss 
River and Currency Creek will result in the damage, 
disturbance and interference with their lands, waters 
and sky. 

“We will suffer pain and loss as a result of the actions 
of the State in proceeding with construction of these 
regulators," said Tom Trevorrow, Chair of the 
Ngarrindjeri Heritage Committee Inc.” 

“In January 2009, we said that we did not support a 
weir at Clayton and that we supported an holistic 
approach to the problems occurring in the River, 
Lower Lakes and Coorong due to over allocation of 
water. That is still our position, but now there are 
three regulators that will cut up our country and 
waters.” 

In January the Ngarrindjeri stated: “Our opposition is 
not driven by the Hindmarsh Island Bridge issue. 
Although that issue continues to cause pain in the 
Ngarrindjeri community, the approach by 
Ngarrindjeri for the last decade has been to consult 
and negotiate with governments, councils and 
developers in relation to their proposals, not to seek 
to litigate matters.” 

In a Kungun Ngarrindjeri Yunnan Agreement (Listen 
to Ngarrindjeri Speaking) entered into by the 
Ngarrindjeri and the State, the State has 
acknowledged the Ngarrindjeri will suffer pain and 
loss but considers that, on the basis of consistent 

expert advice it has received, the regulators must be 
built to prevent an environmental disaster in the 
Goolwa Channel and Tributaries. 

In the agreement the State asserts that the purpose of 
the regulators is to manage the risk of acidification in 
the Goolwa Channel and Tributaries by establishing a 
re-wetting regime for exposed acid sulfate soils/
sediments and that the justification for the actions is 
based upon a full and competent scientific assessment 
of the problem of acid sulfate soils/sediments existing 
in the relevant area and that the construction of the 
regulators is an appropriate and proportionate 
response to the identified problems. 

The State is committed to remove the regulators as 
soon as is reasonably possible after the need for them 
passes and warrants that the regulators are a 
temporary measure. Under no circumstances does the 
State consider that the regulators are permanent. The 
State is prepared to create an independent panel of 
experts for the purpose of determining at what point 
in time the regulators being constructed will be 
removed. 

Ngarrindjeri assert that the State has not adequately 
justified the basis for construction of a regulator at 
Clayton and regulators upon the Finniss River and 
Currency Creek. 

The State has agreed it will minimise damage 
disturbance and interference of the relevant area by 
constructing regulators with an earthen core and that 
it shall use its reasonable endeavours to access 
freshwater from the River Murray to stabilise and 
enhance the environment in the Lower Lakes system. 

“As traditional owners, we have an inherited sacred 
responsibility to care for the country," said Tom 
Trevorrow. "Our teaching is that all things are 
connected. The objective in undertaking activities 
upon Ngarrindjeri country should be to not cause 
violence to Ngarrindjeri culture.” 

Tom Trevorrow                                18 June 2009 

Chair of the Ngarrindjeri Heritage Committee Inc.  

(08) 8575 1557              0447 032 448 

�����
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We are environmental scientists concerned about the 
management of natural resources in the lower River 
Murray, Lakes and Coorong. This region is a 
designated Wetland of International Importance 
under the Ramsar Convention. 

The region as a whole is in crisis, and is in need of 
substantial freshwater flows from the Murray.  The 
present statement, however, concerns the short-term 
future for Lake Alexandrina, and particularly the 
weirs under construction near Clayton. We 
acknowledge that related, no-less important issues 
exist for Lake Albert, Pomanda Island, the Murray 
Mouth and Coorong. 

In dealing with these issues in a fragmentary manner, 
the government has disregarded a central tenet of the 
science of ecology, which is that complex issues 
cannot be understood by breaking them into small 
parts. Local issues should be managed in a regional 
context. 

The public has been assured that management is 
guided by “world’s best science” but, as scientists 
with many years of experience in research and 
monitoring in the region, we do not agree. Nor do we 
believe that “world’s best management” is in 
evidence. 

A weir is being constructed across the Goolwa 
Channel from Clayton to Hindmarsh Island, and 
others are being built across the Finniss River and 
Currency Creek. The objectives are to prevent the 
exposure of acid sulfate soils and thereby prevent 
acidification of the Goolwa Channel, and to provide a 
refuge for freshwater flora and fauna. 

• Although acid sulfate soils do occur locally, we 
consider that the implications for the Goolwa 
Channel have been over-stated. These soils are 
prevalent at some places along Currency Creek and 
the Finniss River, but there is scant evidence that the 
acid they produce would overwhelm the natural 
buffering capacity of water in the Goolwa Channel. 

• We maintain that the effects of the acid sulfate soils 
could be mitigated by seeding and planting, liming, 
mulching, isolating ‘hot spots’ and avoiding 

disturbance. These methods are being implemented as 
part of the government’s response, and the results are 
promising. 

• The government has chosen also to construct weirs. 
We think that this is unnecessary, as a means to 
control acid sulfate soils. We believe that these weirs 
will cause lasting damage to local environments, and 
that this will far outweigh their benefits. 

• Isolating the Finniss River and Currency Creek 
behind weirs will not protect these streams as 
ecological refuges. Weirs do not allow for free 
passage by fish, turtles and other mobile animals. 
They encourage algal blooms, alien species like 
common carp and, in brackish areas, tubeworm. They 
also impose disconnections on an ecosystem whose 
health and resilience depend upon hydrological 
connections. It would be better to allow the streams to 
flow unimpeded to the lake, and to protect them from 
over-extraction. 

• The weirs take no account of the effects on the main 
part of Lake Alexandrina, which will be cut off from 
the freshwater flows from the tributaries. The lake 
will recede and become more saline and, in the 
absence of mitigation, marginal areas could be prone 
to acidification. 

Freshwater flora and fauna, including fish, yabbies 
and freshwater mussels, will die. The proposed weir 
at Pomanda Island would further isolate the lake. 

• Weir construction has proceeded without an 
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). The weirs are 
said to be temporary, but the triggers, methods and 
timelines for removal have not been specified clearly. 
Further, there is little information about the 
monitoring needed to support management. These 
issues would have been addressed in an EIS. 

We suggest that the government’s advisors have 
greatly underestimated the capacity of the 
environment to restore and maintain itself. We 
contend that properly managed low-intervention 
options, but not weirs, would be a sufficient response 
to the threat of acidification. 

��
�
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A Statement by Concerned Environmental Scientists�
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Although construction is underway, we believe that 
there is still an opportunity to review management in 
light of the remediation works and good winter flows 
in the Finniss River and Currency Creek. We ask the 
government to stall construction, pending intensive 
monitoring in coming months. This would limit 
further damage to the environment and allow it a 
chance to recover, but retain an option to proceed 
later, if warranted. 
                                                         31 July 2009 

MC Geddes  Visiting Research Fellow, School of Earth & 

Environmental Sciences, The University of Adelaide. 

KF Walker  Adjunct Associate Professor, School of Earth & 

Environmental Sciences, The University of Adelaide. 

 

This is an edited version of a statement sent to Ministers 

Karlene Maywald and Jay Weatherill. The views here are our 

own, and are not necessarily shared by colleagues at 

The University of Adelaide. 

Over the last 150 years the Lower Lakes and 
Coorong have been placed in a disgraceful position 
by greedy States and overseen by the 
Commonwealth. 

South Australia, whilst it boasts of being the first to 
put in place a cap on diversions, has used slight of 
hand methods to increase extraction and done very 
little to improve our environment. 

Don’t tell me the problem is new. 

There has been a white man enforced drought since 
at least 1981 when the Murray Mouth closed for the 
first time.  The present horrific natural drought is 
making it very hard to recover but unless irrigators, in 
particular interstate irrigators, admit to over 
extraction, then we have a very hard road ahead. 

In South Australia we all know the Murray Mouth is 
on life support, two thirds of the Coorong is dead, the 
one third left is no longer estuarine.  The Lakes are 
being filled with salt from the basin and threatened 
with the new acid sulfate problem and the so-called 
best available science to deal with it.  Acid sulfate is 
a major problem and must be controlled but I believe 
we are under just as much threat from some of the 
“solutions” and the “best possible science available” 

I really hope the business people at Goolwa have a 
very prosperous year because they no doubt have 
been struggling. Their efforts to get water have been 
duly noted by the people between Blanchetown and 
Wellington and now they want a weir to allow them to 
float their boats too.  To me there is little difference 
between weirs in South Australia and Cubby Station. 

I have a deep belief that we need to first have a 
healthy river and then we can have a healthy and 
even a wealthy community working on it. 

Unless any type of business is sustainable then they 
do not have a right to exist in the Murray Darling 
Basin. 

I do have hope for our future because for the first 
time we are working towards the Basin being 
managed by a single entity with the Commonwealth 
Minister to have the final decision on this new Basin 
Plan. 

Henry Jones, Clayton       

 

������
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Prof Mike Geddes explains to 
Channel 7 why acid sulfate 
soils are not a threat. 

Keith Walker demonstrating 
why weirs are a bad thing in 
a river. 
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Po’Manda, the peripatetic and curvaceous model of the 
proposed Pomanda Weir, has been keeping monthly diaries of 
her doings on www.hurrysavethemurray.com. In January she 
introduced us to Rory, the new love in her life.  Rory is a 
navigation beacon who used to guard a submerged mud bank in 
Lake Alexandrina.  When the waters disappeared, leaving him 
high and dry and without a job, he set out on a journey to 
discover the world. And in so doing, he discovered Po’! 

Guided by Rory's local knowledge and penchant for poetry and 
philosophy, Po’ shares the innate everyday wisdoms of a Gal 
with Curves on such issues as over-allocation, the situation in 
Lake Albert, community consultation meetings, the folly of 
building the weir at Wellington, acid sulfate soils, flooding the 
lakes with sea water, the Clayton “regulator”, community anger 
and grief.  Now read on... 

Po’Manda’s Diary, May 2009 

Acid is the buzzword this month, the Acid Trip the 
In Thing To Do.  Now, I, as a Woman of Almost a 
Certain Age, was just a whisker too young for all that 
stuff in the 60s, so I was really keen to find out all 
about it now! 

It turned out not to be glamorous or exciting at all – 
tramping around in the cold and damp, periodically 
plummeting up to your thighs in mud.  Ergh – Yuk!!  
I have to imbibe an extra Gin and Tonic every time 
I’m assailed by the post-traumatic memory of my 
lipstick-red toenails plunging out of sight into 
disgusting black goo.  Or of the same black goo 
enveloping my Mattissean thighs.  I’ve had to throw 
away a perfectly good pair of fish-net stockings.  
Not to mention my favourite Italian leather sandals. 

Can’t imagine how all those Beautiful People in the 
60s got off on this!  One shudders at the thought.  
Come to think of it though, there was quite a bit of 
mud at Woodstock!  But it must have been 
considerably warmer – all those flimsy see-through 
clothes!! 

Anyway, what it's all about, I discover, is Acid 
Sulfate Soils.  The Government is wanting to build 
these walls/embankments/regulators/weirs, whatever 
you like to call them, across the Currency Creek and 
Finniss and the River channel at Clayton because of 
Acid Sulfate Soils.  It’s all acid, they say, the river 
flats, the sand and cracked mud.  Rory says that's 
rubbish.  He's been out looking.  If it was as bad as 
they say it is, he, being largely made of steel, would 
have dissolved from the feet up! 

Now Chemistry wasn't exactly my strong point in 
school.  My attention flickered between gazing 
wistfully at the cute half French, half Malaysian Chem. 
teacher, and oggling Noah, the footy-jock at the next 
bench.  But it seems that when drying wetlands 
become exposed to air they turn into something nasty, 
which then dissolves in any subsequent water to form 
battery acid! 

The example which scares everyone is Bottle Bend 
Lagoon, near Mildura.  Rory heard about this years ago 
from the skipper of a visiting boat.  Bottle Bend 
Lagoon was an ox-bow lake which had dried out and 
been re-flooded.  It had indeed turned into battery acid 
and killed everything in sight, transforming it into an 
iron-red moonscape. 

The Government is petrified the same thing will 
happen here.  The science for our situation is largely 
unknown, but Rory said we are quite different from 
Bottle Bend Lagoon.  

· Bottle Bend Lagoon is small, the Lakes are big, they 
would hold thousands of Bottle Bend Lagoons.   

· Bottle Bend Lagoon is isolated, with no flow. In the 
autumn and winter rains, the Finniss and Currency 
do have flow, often very strong flows all at once. 

Rory explained it to me thus:  Say the nasty (muddy 
yucky) stuff is sitting in the bottom of a wine glass 
(something small – the equivalent of Bottle Bend 
Lagoon).  Fill the glass with water, the nasty stuff 
dissolves.  You have a glass of battery acid.  Now, hold 
the glass under a gently running tap and catch the 
overflow in a bucket.  The battery acid is soon diluted 
to a safe level.  This demonstrates the effect of flow. 

Or, you could tip the glass into a bath full of water.  
Again, the acid virtually disappears.  This demonstrates 
the effect of size, e.g., the Lakes. 

You can prove it is safe, Rory said, by measuring 
the pH.   My eyes glazed over, my brain was turning to 
scrambled egg again.  Rory explained.  He is so 
patient.  pH is a measurement of how acidic something 
is.  At the top of the “nasty scale” is pH 1 or less, i.e. 
battery acid (and incidentally stomach acid too, that's 
an unnerving thought, isn't it – we’re all walking 
around with the equivalent of battery acid inside us!) 

After this, the acid gets gradually weaker as the 
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numbers increase.  Rory, bless him, illustrated the 
gradations in terms of food.  I was immediately 
having fantasies about lemon meringue tarts, white 
wine sauce, roasted stuffed peppers and Osso Bucco.   
In the middle of lightly sauteed baby carrots and 
zucchinis, we reached pH 7.0, the neutral zone.  After 
this, measurements are no longer acidic but basic. 
Well, base I’d say, most of the things on this side of 
the scale are varieties of household cleaners.  I mean, 
what Gal with Curves 
wants anything to do with 
them!  I have to consider 
my lovely soft hands, my 
sculptured fingernails…  
Rory says I must make 
friends with them though, 
as bases neutralise acids.  
Bases can disempower 
those pesky Acid Sulfate 
Soils. 

The highest number, by the 
way is pH 14, at the 
“battery-acid-level” of 
basic nastiness. And guess 
what it is – drain cleaner! 

This pH stuff is a piece of 
cake, M’dears!  A breeze 
really, a walk in the park!  I 
should publish it as a 
public service! 

Anyway, back to the Acid 
Trips and tramping around 
in the cold and falling up to 
your thighs in mud.   Rory 
and I tagged along with 
some of our local friends as they did official 
workshops with CSIRO and LAP instructors about 
how to do pH measurements properly, of both soil 
and water.  We then accompanied them on excursions 
to Clayton, the Finniss and Currency Creek to try out 
our new skills.  I won't go into all the grisly details 
here, it would bore us to tears, but we found a few 
spots of Coke and apples and beer and tomatoes, and 
one of lemons (no battery acid at all!) and vast areas 
of toothpaste and eggs!  Water between Rory’s toes 
in the mud cracks at Wally’s Landing varied between 
carrots and zucchinis, the Finniss River at the Winery 
Road Ford was zucchinis, the Goolwa Channel was 
eggs and Lake Alex was carb soda! 

The worst hazard we encountered was a large pool 
near Wally’s Landing which was filled to the brim 
with white wine!  However, less than 50 metres 
downstream, it had reverted once more to milk.  But 
it gets better!! Just downstream were some strange 
large white slugs placed across the channel, so the 
water was forced to flow around them. “Its granulated 
limestone”, Rory said, “basic, to neutralise the acid.  
Just like carb soda”.  Well of course!  Any Gal with 

Curves knows you add 
half a teaspoon of carb 
soda when cooking 
rhubarb to make it less 
tart.  The base neutralises 
the acid.  Simple really! 

And sure enough, after 
the water had swirled 
over and around the white 
slugs, it was happily more 
basic than toothpaste, 
almost as good as eggs in 
fact. All this long before 
it reached the Goolwa 
Channel, which we are 
told is at such risk! 

Which leaves me 
somewhat puzzled.  If all 
this acid isn’t there, what 
is all the fuss about?  And 
in any case, how is 
creating a closed ox-bow 
lake between the 
proposed wall at Clayton 
and the Goolwa Barrages 
going to solve the         

                                           problem anyway? 
The world is a mysterious place, M’dears. 
Cheers for now.                   
Po’ 

PS  Rory showed me a 
photo of a big black 
muscular Angus Bull 
standing slap in the 
middle of the Wally's 
Landing white wine 
pool.  His tail was 
raised in an unmistakable gesture of defecation.  I 
wonder – what effect does bullshit have on the value 
of pH? 

            pH 1 to 2 Battery acid, stomach acid 

 2.0       Lemons 

 2.5 to 3.0 Vinegar, Coke 

 3.5 Oranges, White wine 

Acidic 3.7 Apples 

 3.8 Beer 

 4.7 Tomatoes 

 5.5 Red peppers 

 5.7 Rain water 

 5.8 to 6.2 Meat 

 6.5 Carrots 

Neutral 7.0 Milk, distilled water 

 7.5 Zucchinis 

 7.9 Toothpaste 

 8.8 Eggs 

 9.0 Bicarbonate of Soda 

Basic  10.5 Soap 

(Alkaline)  11.0 Detergent 

 12.0 Bleach 

 14.0 Drain cleaner (Caustic Soda) 

�
�����
����
��� �
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The idea for our Freshwater Embassy evokes the 
Aboriginal Tent Embassy in Canberra in 1972.  
Like that original embassy, which brought to public 
attention the hitherto hidden issues of indigenous 
land rights, our Embassy is the voice for all the out-
of-sight freshwater creatures who have no voice.  
And for the 2000 or so people of the Lakes whose 
voices have been ignored.  Our official Ambassador 

is Ngori, as the 
Pelican is 
called in 
Ngarrindjeri, 
the language of 
the traditional 
owners for 
whom Ngori is 
an important 
ngatji (totem).  

As there is no 
camping permitted in the public reserves of Clayton, 
we don't actually have a tent.  Our Embassy is 
represented instead by three flag poles on the 
clifftop and an eternal flame in a half-drum brazier 
lit initially from the ritual fire of the Ngarrindjeri 
cleansing smoke ceremony.  Our three flags, the 
Australian flag in the centre, flanked on each side 
by the flags of the Ngarrindjeri Nation and the 
Lower Murray, are whipped horizontal by the wind.  
Below them, the construction of the dam wall 
continues impassively. 

Our Embassy won't stop the building of the dam, 

but it focuses public attention on this shocking 
desecration.  Our peaceful vigil provides a constant 
presence that 
says to the 
world at large:  
“It's not okay.   
This is not 
being done in 
our name”. It 
also provides a 
vehicle for our 
ambassadorial 
staff to tell the real story of our Lakes and River. 
To be the clear voice which says, “Assist nature to 
take care of us during the drought. She has been 
doing this for thousands of years. Instead of 
spending tax-payers’ money on expensive 
destructive weirs, buy back water as it becomes 
available on the market.  Address the over-
allocation which is the root cause of this crisis”. 

A permit from the Alexandrina Council to set up 
our headquarters in the 
Clayton Bay picnic 
shelter and to use a 
section of the cliff 
overlooking Hindmarsh 
Island was negotiated by 
Henry Jones and 
Diane Bell for the 
duration of the 

construction. These two areas became focal points 
for both community members and visitors alike.   

The social hub of HQ is the campfire lit by Marian 
each morning, and the camp kitchen created in the 
store room, complete with urn, fridge and 
microwave on loan from locals.  Our friendly 
embassy staff welcome visitors 
with a cuppa and samples of 
Gloria Jones's magnificent 
scones.  We have christened her 
Glorious Gloria, the Scone Queen 
of the Universe!  
While they warm themselves, 
visitors can peruse the 
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informative 
maps, 
photographs and 
publications in 
the southern 
alcove, and buy 
badges and 
T-shirts in 
support of the 
Milang school-

children's turtle rescue programme. They also ask 
questions and share stories and often record their 
responses to the construction in the Visitor’s Book. 

Between the initial germ of the idea and this 
spectacularly successful outcome, were an intense 
three weeks of frenzied activity by many bodies. 

We initially had to 
establish our 
mission and our 
non-violent and 
law-abiding status 
as defined in the 
rules of the River 
Lakes and 
Coorong Action 
Group, negotiate 
permission from 

the Council and initiate friendly liaison with the 
local police.   
There followed much sweeping and scrubbing and 
removing of rats from the store room, construction 
of braziers, display boards, and flag poles that were 
both portable and freestanding in strong winds, the 
collection and cutting of firewood, brainstorming 
sessions to work out logistics, workshops to create 

banners, signage and our “Sea of Statements” — 
dozens of environmental messages written on 
corflutes.   

More embassy staff 
were recruited and a 
roster arranged to 
provide a seamless 
presence at the 
Embassy.  Enough 
people had to be 
found to supply two 
volunteers in the 
morning, two in the 

afternoon, every day, seven days a week, for the 
expected two months of construction.  Not an easy 
task!  But our wonderful community of many talents 
rose to the occasion. Our embassy staff include 
doctors, scientists, engineers, farmers, fishermen, 
olive and wine growers, artists, authors, 
tradespeople, teachers and many more. 

Generous loans of kitchen equipment, tables and 
chairs, tarpaulins, ensured our “home from home” 
was comfortable and functional.  Above all, the 
tireless work of many people, including often the 
spontaneous contributions of passersby, brought it 
all to fruition just in time for the Official Launch on 
June 28th. 

During the whole set up 
period, a lone pelican 
was often perched 
nearby on a rock by the 
beach.  The pelican first 
appeared with the initial 
autumn rains.  A solitary 
pelican is a special sign 
to the Ngarrindjeri, as 
pelicans normally gather 
in gregarious groups.  
Did Ngori know we 
were coming?   
Was this indeed Ngori 
our Ambassador? 

Ngori is still with us, making frequent appearances 
to sit preening at the water’s edge.  This calm 
presence is a comfort to us all. 

Liz Yelland           



� � � � � �� � � �  Spring 09     Page 12 

Our Launch was a great success.  Despite strong cold 
winds, 250 people gathered at the cliff top to give us 
warm support.  They had travelled from all around 
the Lakes: Meningie, Narrung, Murray Bridge, 
Mannum, Langhorne Creek, also further afield 
including Adelaide, Yorke Peninsula and Mount 
Gambier. There were even visitors from Germany. 
Ngarrindjeri of all ages arrived in buses and cars.  
As we crowded on the cliff top, overlooking for the 
last time the unimpeded stretch of water flowing 
freely in this beautiful place, the sense of a united 
spirit was palpable.  We were all in this together.  
We shared the same pain and loss. 

Proceedings began with a Ngarrindjeri welcome.  
Major Sumner, in full ceremonial paint, performed a 
traditional Welcome to Country, followed by a call to 
the ancestors of both the Ngarrindjeri and settler 
populations to come down and join us and look after 
us in our stand.  We were invited to participate in the 
cleansing smoke ceremony by walking through the 
healing smoke of a smouldering ti-tree fire. 

We then raised the flags.  Diane Bell explained the 
purpose of our embassy and invited all present to join 
in “building an embassy” . Embassy staff laid out our 
“Sea of Statements” which included: “Real men 
mulch”, “Rivers flow, don’t you know?”, “All things 
are connected”, “Lake Alexandrina: our Aral Sea?”, 
“Freshwater, the only solution” 

Ngori, our Ambassador, appeared on cue in a 
spectacular fly past. 

On behalf of our Ambassador, Diane then established 
diplomatic relations between the Embassy and the 
Alexandrina council, Mark Parnell for the Australian 
Greens, David Winderlich for the Democrats, Trevor 
Hammond for Adrian Pederick (Liberal), 
Peter Laffan for the Salt Water People of the St 
Vincent’s Gulf .  

Ngori swept low over the assembled group, flew 
through the smoke and headed west towards the 
Finniss River.  The crowd repaired to HQ to be 
welcomed by Gloria and Henry Jones and a warming 
feast of tea and scones.   

Carole Richardson shared her hands-on knowledge of 
bioremediation on exposed shores, and freshwater 
ecologist Keith Walker spoke about the ecological 
damage caused when the flow of rivers is interrupted 
by locks and weirs.  

         Liz Yelland           

For more about the Embassy visit: 

http://hurrysavethemurray.com/2009/06/june-28-fresh-water-

embassy-launch/  

http://hurrysavethemurray.com/2009/06/30-june-2009-support-

for-embassy-grows/ 

�������
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Facing page: Establishing diplomatic relations on the cliff top. 
Top Left:  Major Sumner performs a Welcome to Country. 
Top Right: The media follow preparations by Tom Trevorrow, Marian 
Thompson and Anne Hartnett. 
Middle:  People were invited to walk through the smoke. 
Above:  Hon. David Winterlich MLC, Diane Bell, Tom Trevorrow and 
               Major Sumner  



� � � � � �� � � �  Spring 09     Page 14 

Daily life at the Embassy is both good and bad. 

Good is the wonderful warm support we receive from 
most of our visitors.  They are, without exception, 
shocked by the massive pile of dirt advancing across 
the River, the brutality of its intrusion into a once 
beautiful environment.  A large detailed map of the 
Lakes and Lower River has been a big hit.  It enables 
embassy staff to explain how the position of the 
‘regulator’ stops the life-giving flows of the Finniss 
from reaching the Lakes, and also the larger picture: 
the bund at Lake Albert and the potential weir across 
the Murray at Pomanda Island. 

Good is the self-education we have been experiencing 
as we learn more from our visitors and each other. 

Good is our growing archive of professional 
photographs by Cynthia Jones and others who share 
their work. 

Good is the technological reach of the Embassy 
through our website, taking our story, photographs 
and daily ambassadorial life to a world-wide 
audience.  Visit www.hurrysavethemurray.com and 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/dibell/ 

Good is the steady stream of visitors – up to 60 a day.  
Hopefully, they take their shock and new knowledge 
home with them, and share it with their extended 
family and community. We do know some of them 
return with friends and family. 

Bad is the relentless advance of the dam wall across 
the River.  We have a full technicolour, unobstructed 
view of it from our post in the southern alcove.  
The trucks crawling like a parade of caterpillars along 
the top of the massive pile.  Bulldozers like child's 
toys, spreading handfuls of dirt.  The constant roar of 
machinery, the constant "beep beep beep" of trucks 
and bulldozers reversing.  All that keeps us sane is 
the cheerful droppings-in of other Embassy members 
and friendly locals walking their dogs. 

 

And through it all, the presence of Ngori, calmly 
sitting on the Ambassadorial rock. 

Liz Yelland            

�
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Diane Bell, Henry Jones, Rod Potter with Chair of MDBA, 
Michael Taylor AO and local Board member Di Davidson 
visiting the Embassy. 
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The construction crew has provided endless entertainment for Embassy staff with 
attempts to jump a ’dozer across the water, untangling the mud skirt and preventing 
staff from disappearing into the mud. 

All in all—it’s a dog’s life! 
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On Saturday July the 11th, we held a Wake for the 
River, for the Lakes. It was our community’s chance 
to say goodbye and be together in our grief.  
Diane Bell’s anthropological expertise was evident in 
the ritual that was, as she promised, “Simple, serious 
and sombre.”  

The weather was even colder and wilder and windier 
than the day of our Launch, so we were fortified by 
having our wake in reverse.  We began with a feast at 
the Embassy, where Henry and Gloria Jones cooked a 
splendid repast of fresh-caught Coorong mullet and 
the “Chop Shop” at Mt Barker provided sausages for 
the barbecue. 

The stirring notes of a lone piper rallied the crowd. 
A procession of mourners dressed in black 
(as requested) and wearing black arm-bands began 
moving slowly forward.  At its head walked Senator 
Hanson Young, Diane Bell, Anne Hartnett and Sandy 
Mulcahy carrying a hand-woven wreath fashioned in 
the form of a boat from fresh water rushes by Sandy. 
On the cliff edge, against the backdrop of a looming 
storm, Anne Hartnett read a poem she had composed 
called “Trashing A River”.  The wind scattered her 
words, they flew about, landing on us here and there.  
But we all got the sense of it. 

We are trashing this river for some instead of all.... 
We are trashing the homes of the creatures......... 
We are trashing the way the river flows.......We are 
trashing its timeless beauty and its spiritual gifts....
We are trashing this river for some instead of all.  
Yet everyone..... is the poorer. 

“Yes!!  Absolutely Yes!” A voice was heard to 
exclaim.  

John Bradford and David Knappstein then lowered 
the flags to half-mast and stood to attention by the 
flag posts. They formed a tableau etched against the 
dark sky and the encroaching regulator. 

Diane Bell invited the assembled crowd to proceed to 
the river where two buckets of Finniss River water 
stood on the bank. This was to be our last chance to 
celebrate the fresh water rushing through from the 
tributaries to Lake Alexandrina.  

The procession filed down the steep track to the 
water's edge.  Our black clothes, the limestone cliff 
and struggling vegetation gave the impression of a 
Greek funeral: a cortege of widows on a 
sub-Antarctic Aegean island.  

In a last symbolic gesture we took turns ladling fresh 
water from the buckets into the River. Then we stood 
quietly together and shared our grief.  Today the 
waters of the Finniss River were still rushing through 
the ever-narrowing gap in front of the dam wall.  
But soon we knew this life-giving flow would cease.  
We contemplated the current sliding past our feet in 
silence. 

With the help of Senator Sarah Hanson Young’s little 
daughter, Diane Bell threw Sandy Mulcahy’s wreath 
into the current and it sailed eastwards towards the 
Lake.  We heard reports later in the day of its 
progress around the islands on its journey. 

In the meantime, the trucks and the bulldozers just 
kept working.  From down here we had a stunning 
worm’s eye view of a large pump, similar to the one 
that will sit on top of the dam wall and pump stolen 
water from Lake Alexandrina into the Goolwa Pool.  
It was huge.  It was as high as the green and yellow 
pair of identical dunnies sitting by the construction 
road.  

Somebody said there were going to be three of these. 

Channels 2 and 7 were present and interviewed 
members of the crowd. 

We just got back to the Embassy when the heavens 
opened.  We thawed out with a cuppa and more of the 
famous scones! 

Liz Yelland           

��������
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Emotions have been running high in Clayton and 
surrounding communities: grief at the loss of a once 
beautiful environment, frustration and anger at the 
sheer lack of reason behind the continuing 
construction, undiluted rage at this ‘thing’ being 
dumped in their backyard without their permission. 

While the Fresh Water Embassy maintained its 
peaceful law-abiding presence, other individual forms 
of protest, some lawful, some pushing the limits of 
the law, some noisy and some silent, made the point 
that the community was frustrated and would not 
allow the construction to proceed without making 
their views known. 

On 7th July, a lone bright yellow kayak was seen 
paddling through the grey water and nosing into the 
regulator. For further details visit  
http://hurrysavethemurray.com/2009/07/7-july-2009-ruth-and-

the-regulators/ 

On the 28th of July, daylight revealed the presence of 
two women on the Clayton end of the dam wall, 
holding an enormous banner which read “Stop killing 
our River”.  Construction was delayed for an hour 
and a quarter, while police arrived to remove the 
trespassers.  "A valuable extra hour and a quarter for 
the water from the Finniss to run unimpeded to Lake 
Alexandrina", one of the women said. For more of the 
story visit: http://hurrysavethemurray.
com/2009/07/28-july-2009-protests-pollies-and-
barney-boo/ 

In interviews on Channels 10 and 7, the women 
explained that a citizen had the responsibility to 
protest injustice.  In this case, the combined injustice 
of ignoring local knowledge and scientific 
understanding, and deliberately abandoning the 
ecology of Lake Alexandrina and its creatures. 

On Saturday 1st August, several innocent looking 
craft prepared to take to the water.  They attracted 
intensified police presence: a police car and paddy 
wagon, police boat and Department of Marine and 
Harbours boat as well.  Channels 7 and 9 and 10 were 
also present. 

A couple from Langhorne Creek, complete with 

festive hats and fishing equipment, launched their 
tinny for a pleasant Saturday morning’s fishing!  
They were escorted back to the shore by police.  
Two female kayakists, prepared to be arrested for 
their ideals, were ultimately discouraged by gale 
force winds and mounting waves, but not before their 
message had been conveyed to the media. 

Fishing hopefuls, kayakists and police then all 
repaired to the Embassy, where they were invited to 
sit around the campfire and enjoy a cuppa with 
Gloria's now legendary scones! 

On the night preceding the 7th of August, mysterious 
artists were busy.  First light glowed on several 
hundred white crosses erected on the shore at Clayton 
Bay, just in front of the advancing dam/regulator.  
A memorial of flowers, evocative of roadside tributes 
at fatality sites, expressed personal grief on the 
clifftop. The contractors had removed the crosses by 
evening, but the floral tribute remained. 

Murray memorials continued to proliferate, as people 
responded to the tragedy they have been forced to 

watch day after painful day: 
a plethora of little yellow 
coffins floating in the mud, 
crosses on private property, 
crosses at intersections, one 
huge cross and one smaller 
one cut in the long grass of 
a paddock. 

They all share one message: 

“In loving memory of Lake 
Alexandrina”. 

“In loving memory of a once 
mighty River”. 

“In loving memory of our once lush environment, 
which is being deliberately abandoned to die”. 

         Liz Yelland           
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Fancy some fishing? 

Two protestors on The Wall: STOP KILLING OUR RIVER 

Ready to go. The Wall from the kayak. 

Floral memorial 

Protestors and policeman 
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Who’s Watching? 
The world is watching as the South Australian 
government disconnects one part of a Ramsar site 
from another. The visitors’ log for our website – 
www.hurrysavethemurray.com - shows that the story 
is being followed in the UK, USA, Canada, France, 
Spain, Germany, Mexico, Poland, Saudi Arabia, 
Malaysia, Turkey, Japan, Singapore, Portugal, 
Switzerland, Belgium, Norway, New Zealand, Brazil, 
Philippines, Vietnam and the Netherlands. 

��
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ABC 891 at Clayton Bay 
Matt and Dave of ABC 891 have been following 
water politics, but July 30 2009 was the first time 
they have focussed on the Clayton Bay dam/
regulator.  In preparation for the broadcast, they had 
been briefed by the Department of Environment and 
Heritage (DEH) but nothing prepared Matt for the 
spectacle of the mud wave and slumping banks he 
saw from the cliff face. He painted a word picture for 
Dave who was in the Adelaide studio with Allan 
Holmes (DEH Chief Executive).   

Ngarrindjeri elder, Tom Trevorrow, spoke movingly 
of his country and his opposition to the constructions 
that were destroying what were once connected 
waterways. Drs Diane Bell and Mike Geddes both 
disagreed with the interpretation Allan Holmes was 
placing on the recent EPA report of the acid threat for 
the Goolwa Channel. Both pointed to the general 
health of the eco-system and the damage now and in 
the future represented by the dam/regulator. 

The school children from Milang expressed their 
dismay and pleaded for fresh water for the turtles 
they have been saving. Local residents spoke of their 
concerns with the 24/7 pumping and were told it 
would be within EPA guidelines; with the lack of 
attention to the Water Allocation Plan for the Eastern 
Mount Lofty Ranges; with the emotional trauma 
being visited upon the community. 

Diane Bell           

Water Action Coalition  
The Water Action Coalition (WAC) is a broadly-
based movement of South Australian Community 
Groups and Environmental Organisations that has 
been formed in response to growing public concern. 
On July 19 at the Water Shed Function Centre, 
Mawson Lakes, some 50 people gathered to launch 
WAC and affirmed their common cause to persuade 
governments to respond to community concerns. 
Go WACers. 

WAC celebrated the Honorary Members of the 
Reference Group: Colin Pitman (Water 
Conservation), Dr Scoresby Shepherd AO (Gulf 
Waters Marine Ecology), Hallett Shueard (River 
Murray),  Tom Trevorrow (Ngarrindjeri Elder), 
Professor Diane Bell Lower Lakes and Professor 
Fran Baum PhD (Human Health & Wellbeing). 

Channels 2, 7 and 9 carried the story. Water is on the 
political agenda. 

������������
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22 March 09 
A trickle of water, the vegetation 
starting to cover the edges 

1 June 09 
Cracked soils covered. 

2 July 09. 
The Finniss has flooded, the water 
flows: pH neutral. 
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In May 2009, the River, Lakes and Coorong Action 
Group Inc. were nominated for the Jill Hudson 
Award for Environmental Protection.  On June 25, 
Diane Bell, Anne Hartnett and Liz and John Yelland, 
who had travelled to Adelaide for the ceremony, were 
delighted with the announcement that the RLCAG 
were the joint winners, with Peter Laffan, of this 
prestigious Conservation Council of South Australia 
award. 

The award of $1000 was created in memory of the 
outstanding environmentalist and teacher Jill Hudson, 
who throughout her working life had awakened in her 
students a concern for the natural world.  
Her inspiring message to all was "life is an 
opportunity and its purpose to stand for something 
and make a difference." 

The award is made annually to a person or 
community group living in South Australia for "an 
outstanding contribution to protecting the 
environment” and the award states that “Special 
consideration will be given to nominees who have 
had to contend with significant government, political, 
corporate, media or institutional prejudice in their 
efforts to mobilise public opinion to protect the 
environment." The RLCAG had no problems meeting 
that criteria! 

The presentation was made by Environment Minister 
Jay Weatherill at a function in the Irish Club, 
Carrington Street, Adelaide (and yes, Guinness was 
on tap!). 

The next morning's Advertiser (26th May 2009) 
declared, "the tragedy of the River Murray is the 
legacy of many generations". The Conservation 
Council of South Australia Inc chose the RLCAG 
because of the remarkable contribution they had 
made to try and undo this legacy.  This had involved 
considerable and consistent effort, much of it 
expended in overcoming the constant obstacles 
placed in their path. 

In her acceptance speech on behalf of the group, 
Professor Diane Bell described the moment as 
"bittersweet". 

"We would love to stand here and say we have 
prevailed... Our mission has been to address over-
allocation of water as the underlying cause for the 
crisis in our region and to oppose the building of 
more weirs.... We have done everything that is 
humanly possible to prevent this destruction. ... 
Are we giving up? No way!"  With which Professor 
Bell handed the Minister a beautifully illustrated 
pelican card featuring Ngori and his friends, inviting 
the Minister to the Launch of the Freshwater 
Embassy a few days later, on Sunday June 28th at 
10am.  
“We think it is time you stood on the cliff at Clayton 
Bay with us, looked over to Kumarangk (Hindmarsh 
Island), and saw the dynamic movement of water 
down the tributaries and into Lake Alexandrina 
before that life-giving water is cut off by 
‘Regulators’”, she said.. 

The group received much warm support from the 
many Conservation Council members present, and 
the evening was rounded off by a well attended 
celebratory dinner at the Earl of Aberdeen Hotel. 

For the full text of the acceptance speech and more 
details of the event, visit: 

http://hurrysavethemurray.com/2009/06/jill-hudson-
environmental-award-goes-to/  

Liz Yelland           

Minister Weatherill, Diane Bell, Liz Yelland, 
John Yelland, Anne Hartnett. 



� � � � � �� � � �  Spring 09     Page 22 

�����������
�������

��  

Prelude: Meeting with the Minister  
who wasn’t there 

July 17 was a sunny morning at the Fresh Water 
Embassy and we were all there. South Australian 
Minister for the Environment, Jay Weatherill, had 
asked to meet with us. His office had said some time 
between 11.30 and 2.00pm. We took time off work, 
cut short other commitments and we waited, and 
waited, and waited. 

We phoned the Department for Environment and 
Heritage (DEH) to find out where he was. They had 
no idea and did not have a contact number for him. 
We waited. 

At 1.38pm we phoned 
Peter Croft, Director, 
Coorong, Lower Lakes 
and Murray Mouth 
Projects, DEH, who was 
on the tour with the 
Minister and left a 
message. He didn’t pick 
up the phone or return 
the call. 

Over 60 people came 
and went at the 
Embassy. Some 25 staff 
members of the Embassy continued to wait. 

We waited 3 hours. 

Then at 2.35pm came a call from Peter Croft’s office 
in the DEH to say the Minister had run out of time 
and would not be visiting. 

We went ahead with the meeting anyway. We made 
our speeches to an empty chair and made our 
presentation to an invisible Minister. 

Diane Bell said: “We want to work with you as 
Minister for the Environment and some of us have 
had the pleasure of working with you in other 
capacities. 

Amongst us we have thousands of years of tested 
knowledge and tried experience. We have been good 
stewards of the land, care deeply for the area and 

believe these “Regulators” are dangerous, 
unnecessary and will do damage far beyond the 
footprint of the construction. 

We see the tributaries recovering. The rains are 
diluting the acid. The salinity is down. The liming has 
assisted with hot spots. The country is greening up. 
The Acid Sulfate Soils are being reclaimed. The 
bioremediation is working. Let that process work. 
Let us see the results of the tests. 

These Regulators are an emergency measure but 
there is no emergency. 

We ask that you listen to ecologists who speak for the 
whole system. 

All things are 
connected. We know 
that. The Ngarrindjeri 
know that. Do not 
disconnect the River 
Murray from the mouth. 
Do not block the fresh 
water flow from the 
tributaries to Lake 
Alexandrina and the 
River Murray to the 
sea. We can make 
history today. Please    

                                             work with us.” 

You can watch “Virtual Jay” on YouTube and see photographs 

on the non-meeting http://hurrysavethemurray.com/2009/07/17-

july-2009-meeting-with-the-minister-who-wasnt-there/ 

Move One: Off to Port Augusta:  

Not to be deterred, Embassy staff decided if the 
Minister would not come to the Embassy, they would 
take the Embassy to him.  The SA Government 
Community Cabinet was meeting in Port Augusta 
July 21-2, so the Ambassador, banner and several 
fresh water species corflutes set off with Diane Bell 
and Ruth Trigg to make the long drive to Port 
Augusta. 

Their forensic skills were tested as they tried to 
determine where the Community Council was 
meeting and when. Council Chambers? Sports 

Henry Jones addresses the Minister who wasn’t there. 
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Centre? TAFE College? The campus seemed like a 
good place to set up the Embassy. Channel 7, the 
ABC and local media soon gathered around to hear of 
the trek of the determined Embassy staff. 

After numerous phone calls, Minister Weatherill’s 
Office found a time to meet: 4.30pm at the Railway 
Station Building. The exchange was robust.  

We showed the Minister photographs of the silt 
waves and explained how the retaining skirt that was 
supposed to retain the mud had broken loose and 
allowed the mud to flow through into Lake 
Alexandrina.  We told him that the Clayton Dam/
Regulator was being built across one of the deepest 
holes in the Channel, a place that is a refuge for fish 
in times of drought. 
That was not 
information he had. 
Perhaps he is not being 
well advised. 

We showed the Minister 
photographs of the 
Finniss River in flood 
and told him that our 
research showed it was 
now alkaline. We asked 
where was the threat? 
He said he would get 
back to us with the 
statistics. We stressed it 
was urgent, that was why we had driven all the way 
to Port Augusta. 

We agreed that bioremediation is important. 
We disagreed about how to manage the potential 
threat of acidification. Our monitoring indicates the 
threat has been washed away by the rain. We are 
waiting for the Minister to show us science to the 
contrary. 

Our argument is simple. Regulators are being built on 
the Currency Creek and Finniss River to pool the 
water and allow it to bioremediate before it flows into 
the Goolwa Channel.  These regulators are not yet in 
place. The limestone wall across the Currency Creek 
was breached by the force of the rain-fed surge of 
water coming down the tributaries and the Goolwa 
Channel has not turned acid. If the recent rains had 

mobilised acids in the Currency Creek, then the 
Goolwa Channel would already be acidifying. It isn’t.  
If the regulators on the tributaries are not needed, 
then neither is the Clayton Bay Dam/Regulator. Why 
continue with this folly? 

The Dam/Regulators decision-making appears to be 
bouncing between two Ministers: Karlene Maywald 
and Jay Weatherill. Are they speaking to each other? 
We are told the Dam/Regulators are ‘sponsored by 
Maywald’ but we say the structure impacts on the 
environment which is the responsibility of Weatherill. 
And who is monitoring the work site? Who looks 
after compliance issues? The Department of Water, 
Land and Biodiversity Conservation?  Who ensures 

they are in compliance? 

Minister Weatherill 
said he would get back 
to the Embassy with the 
scientific data that 
supports the continued 
construction of the 
weir. We waited. 

Move Two: The 
Embassy in Adelaide 

We waited all week for 
the data he promised on 
the question of the 
acidification of the 

Goolwa Channel, but it was not forthcoming and the 
matter was getting more and more urgent as the Dam/
Regulator neared closure. If common sense was to 
prevail, action was needed. So the Embassy set off 
for Adelaide on July 24 to try to get answers from 
Ministers Maywald and Weatherill. 

In an email of May 22 inviting the Ministers to the 
Embassy  we had said, “We need you to speak to 
each other and to have common sense prevail. We ask 
you to stop construction immediately. We ask for a 
thorough, transparent review of the data.” Minister 
Maywald apologised that she was in her electorate on 
Friday. Minister Weatherill said the notice too short. 
“But it’s urgent,” the Embassy protested. Senator 
Nick Xenophon (Independent), MLC David 
Winderlich (Democrat) and MLC Mark Parnell 
(Australian Greens) were available to welcome the 

At Parliament House with Mark Parnell MLC and Senator Nick Xenophon 
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Embassy to Adelaide. 

So at noon, July 24, on the steps of 
Parliament House, the Fresh Water 
Embassy was open for business. 

The message from the RLCAG was: 

There is no emergency. The recent 
rains have washed the threat of 
acidification away. Why continue with 
these engineering disasters? 
Why build a dam across the deepest 
part of the River? This is the fresh 
water refuge for fish in times of 
drought. 
Why create another weir pool that will 
be subject to algal blooms? 
Why have you abandoned Lake 
Alexandrina? 
Where is your plan for these Ramsar 
sites? 

Channels 7 and 2 carried the 
story of the “water wars”. 

Move Three: Press 
Conference: Parliament 
House  

An August 5, Drs Diane Bell 
and Mike Geddes briefed 
local media and AAP.  

Diane presented a slide show 
on the recovery and regrowth after recent rains and 
presented ten “Community Questions” 

1.      Where is the holistic, integrated plan for 
managing the Lower Lakes, Murray Mouth and 
Coorong? Short-term emergency responses are pre-
empting long term chances of recovery. Engineering 
interventions are disconnecting the river from the 
lakes, the lakes from the tributaries and the river from 
the mouth. The vitality and survival of the system 
relies on connection. The construction of the 
Regulators should halted and a proper EIS 
undertaken. Recent rains have bought time for the 
Lower Lakes and tributaries. 

2.      Why continue construction of the Regulators 

when the emergency for which they were designed 
has passed?  The construction is six weeks behind the 
schedule of the EPBC Referral 2009/4833 (http://
www.environment.gov.au). The rationale for the 
Regulators on the Finniss River and Currency Creek 
was to catch the first flush of rain and allow it to 
bioremediate before it over-whelmed the Goolwa 
Channel. The first flush has gone through to Lake 
Alexandrina. The tributaries have not acidified. The 
Channel is still alkaline. The acid threat can be 
managed without weirs and dams. The EPA reports 
show the system is coping  
www.epa.sa.gov.au/lower_lakes.html.  

3.      Where are the scientific reports about the acid 
sulfate soils on the Finniss River Currency Creek, 
Black Swamp and Goolwa Channel on which the 
decision to build Regulators is based? The 
Preliminary Assessment of Acid Sulfate Soil 
Materials in Currency Creek, Finniss River, 
Tookayerta Creek and Black Swamp region, South 
Australia of January 2009, recommends more 
monitoring. There is no mention of engineering 
interventions. We have been promised the final report 
but now find it is “commercial-in-confidence”   
[Assessment in Finniss River, Currency Creek, Black 
Swamp and Goolwa Channel, R.W. Fitzpatrick] 
CSIRO experts tell us they are not permitted to 
answer our requests for reports/ information. This 
report was finally posted on the DEH website mid 
August http://www.clw.csiro.au/publications/
science/2009/sr26-09.pdf  

4.      What are the ecological consequences of the 
recent rain for the whole system, not just the pH at 
selected sites?  The ecology of the region is that there 
are frogs, macro-invertebrates, fish, birds and plant 
growth. These are signs that the system is healthy. 
The liming and plantings are working. Cutting the 
freshwater off from Lake and Murray off from ocean 
will inhibit the capacity of the system to recovery. 
The new weir pool between the Goolwa barrage and 
the Clayton “Regulator” will be a new ecological 
disaster.  

5.      How will the Regulators be removed? The 
triggers for removal are unrealistic and unlikely to be 
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Embassy staff in Adelaide: 
Ruth Trigg, Silver Moon, 
Anne Hartnett with David 
and Dawn Peake. 
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achieved, e.g. a return to conditions in the Lower 
Lakes where the projected water level will not fall 
below plus 0.0m AHD in the ensuing two years 
(2009/4833 http://www.environment.gov.au).  

6.       What is the EPA doing about the current 
ecological impacts of the construction? The black 
mud and silt that is being displaced by the 
construction is not being contained. We are told it 
will not be cleaned up. The regulator at Clayton has 
filled in one of the deepest fresh water refuges in the 
lakes. This is where fish retreat in a drought. The 
displaced mud is spreading across the water and onto 
the shore. 

7.       Where is the Water Allocation Plan for the 
Finniss River Catchment? The fresh water flows 
down the Finniss River are critical to the health of the 
area  and to the success of the Regulators projects but 
the SA Government is yet to release the Water 
Allocation Plan (WAP). Prescription in the Finniss 
Catchment needs to be enforced; permission to 
extract water granted since October 2003 should be 
withdrawn and the WAP should be published.  

8.       Why not pursue bioremediation strategies for 
the Finniss River, Currency Creek and Goolwa 
Channel as aggressively as is being done for Lake 
Albert? 

9.       On what basis does the DEH says the pooled 
water will not be subject to algal blooms? 

10.     Why is Lake Alexandrina being sacrificed? 

Mike Geddes spoke to the “Statement of Concerned 
Ecologists” (See page 6-7). The two documents 
demonstrate the agreement of local knowledge and 
the science of ecology regarding the issues 
confronting the Lower Lakes. 

Move Four: Murray Communities Unite  
at Grieger’s Sandbar 

It rained and rained and we stood in solidarity.  
Communities from along the River Murray, from the 
Lower Lakes to Mildura gathered on August 19 2009, 
on the river at Grieger’s Sandbar just out of Swan 
Reach. Some 300 people came at the invitation of 
pistachio growers David and Dawn Peake to decry 
the appalling state of the river, to name the 
mismanagement, and to call for an independent 
national authority to manage the entire Murray-
Darling Basin in the interests of all Australians. 

The State Opposition's River Murray spokesman, 
Adrian Pederick, called for some water in Queensland 
to be freed up for the lower Basin. “If we get some 
water flows from the northern Basin, it wouldn't only 
assist the lower end here in South Australia, but also 
through New South Wales and Victoria,” he said. 

Democrat MP David Winderlich said a long-term 
plan for the Murray is not enough. “That won't help 
now, we need emergency action by Federal and state 
governments and that's what we're not seeing, we're 
seeing a snail's pace.” 

No Government ministers attended the meeting. 

The bus load from Milang had written a song for the 
occasion and all present at Grieger’s Sandbar joined 
Diane Bell when she invited them to sing with one 
voice to the Prime Minister (to the tune of “He’s got 
the whole world in his hands”) 

He’s got the whole river, in his hands 

He’s got the whole wide river, in his hands, 

He’s got the whole river, in his hands, 

Kevin Rudd take a stand. 

Channels 2, 7, 9 and 10 carried the story. 

Diane Bell            

The Embassy 
at Swan 
Reach 
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Tuesday 7th July 2009 

Rory spent today on the clifftop, watching the 
relentless advance of The Wall.  A massive 
mountain of earth and rubble at least 10 m high.  
Construction goes on dawn till dusk, seven days 
a week.  Lines of trucks crawl down the 
approach road as if on a conveyor belt.  
Rory says they are building The Wall this high 
to allow for it to sink into the mud. 

And sinking it is.  Thrusting up an enormous 
side and bow wave of black yuk, which grows 
bigger and wider by the day.  

Rory overheard the various voices of other 
watchers nearby. 

An elderly gentleman with an educated accent.  
"Its medieval that's what it is. Rammed dirt and mud.  
Something they might have built to try and ward off 
Genghis Khan".   

A burly earthmoving bloke yarning to his mate 
“It's gunna take ‘em hundreds of millions of dollars to 
remove all this.”  
“Who says they’re gunna remove it”, said the mate.   

Two neighbours meeting, walking their dogs: “Funny 
how what they’re calling all this has changed.  Started 
off being an “Environmental Refuge”, then it was an 
“Emergency Measure” to save us all from Acid 
Sulfate Soils.  Now it's become the “Goolwa Channel 
Water Level Management Project”.  
“Yeah, funny about that”. 

I wince for my Sister River's Soft Bottom, I feel her 
humiliation and rage. 

Monday 20th July:   

Rory has just come in and announced with glee that a 
large slice on the front end of The Wall suddenly 
went “Gloop”, “Plop”, and disappeared!!  Right in 
front of a row of media cameras!  A bloke on the 
clifftop said the same thing had happened earlier too. 

Three cheers for my Sister River’s Soft Bottom!  
She is taking her revenge!! 

Wednesday 12th. August  

Well, Dahlings, my poor Sister River did her best, her 
Soft Bottom swallowed up slice after slice, hundreds 
of tonnes after hundreds of tonnes.  At one stage 
construction had to stop for three days to "let things 
settle".  Three peaceful, quiet days for the waters of 
the Finniss to stream through the last little narrow gap 
into the Lake.  The force of the flow was so great that 
it ripped apart and carried with it the “mud skirt” 
erected to the west.  Pelicans fished where the churn 
of white-flecked water meet the still.   
Rory and I cheered. 

But in the end, my Sister River's Soft Bottom was no 
match for the relentless conveyor belt of trucks and 
dirt coming and coming and coming. 

Today The Wall reached the Clayton shore. 

I can't bring myself to say cheers this time M'dears.  
Its more like: 

Tears M'dears  

Po' 

�
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The Wall is complete.  The pumping has started, the 
water levels in the Goolwa Channel have risen and 
the boats are being prepared.   

However, the main event is still coming: the 
causeway has been built to Pomanda Island, the 
EPBC decision on the weir is expected in October, 
although we are told that doesn’t mean it will be 
constructed.  The ingress of seawater through the 
Barrages into the Lakes was deemed a “controlled 
action” in January, meaning an EIS is required.  
This is still being prepared. Lake Albert has been 
hung out to dry.  There are studies and 
contemplations about the Coorong, particularly the 
Southern Lagoon.  The Mouth is still being dredged.   
The whole system is still very dry. 

There is still a need to be alert and ready for action to 
defend the remains of our environment. 

The lake edges are re-
vegetating naturally.  Go to 
Milang and look around the 
shacks.  The community has 
become involved in acid 
sulfate soil monitoring and 
possibly the growing and 
planting of millions of 
plants.  The EPA reports 
about the health of the Lakes are still cautious, with 
acid soils identified in the re-wetted areas this winter. 
However, a high carbonate level persists in 
Lake Alexandrina, meaning that there is still a 
capacity to deal with acid.   
The Lakes will probably survive without any 
engineering action at all.   

But only if they can be allowed to. 

John Yelland          

Useful links: 
EPBC information, referrals and decisions 
http://www.environment.gov.au/epbc 

EPA SA Lakes water quality. 
http://www.epa.sa.gov.au/lower_lakes.html 
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I was very honoured to have been appointed as one of 
the sixteen members of this committee. The role of 
the committee is to assist and give advice to the six 
person Board with the daunting job of creating a new 
Basin Plan by the middle of next year, which is to be 
implemented in 2011. 

Some of the Basin Community Committee roles are: 

· Communication around the development of the 
Basin plan. 

· Information gathering and sharing 

· Gauging and advising on community reaction 
and a whole of basin perspective 

The Water Act 2007 was passed in Parliament 
unanimously.  This Act directs the Murray Darling 
Basin Authority to determine and implement 
scientifically based sustainable diversion limits on 
water used for economic (irrigation) purposes. 

· Environmental assets must not be 
compromised. 

· Critical human needs must be defined and met. 

· ACCC have a key role in water markets and 
prices. 

· Calls for a balance between environmental, 
social and economic needs. 

· The Commonwealth Minister is the final 
decision maker on the Murray Darling Basin 
plan. 

I am very committed to giving all I have to this 
committee because this is the last chance of retaining 
the Basin and in particular the Lakes and Coorong as 
something similar to what we have grown up with. 

The Board will meet in our area shortly. 

Henry Jones         
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A space for opinion, argument, stirring the possums.. 

Maude Barlow visits the Lower Lakes, 
Saturday April 4, 2009 

 “Why would they do that?” asked Maude Barlow, Senior 

Advisor on Water to the President of the United Nations 

General Assembly as she looked down on the site of the 

proposed Wellington Weir where the River Murray flows 

into Lake Alexandrina. “Can’t they see the devastation?” 

she asked as the helicopter flew over the bund at the 

Narrows and saw the silty water being pumped into Lake 

Albert from Lake Alexandrina.  

Maude Barlow had been in Sydney to deliver the 

International Keynote at the Australian Water Summit 

(see www.hurrysavethemurray.com) and had put Adelaide 

on her schedule for this, her fifth trip to Australia.  The 

River, Lakes and Coorong Action Group Inc. keen to 

introduce Maude to the Lower Lakes, had scheduled a full 

afternoon for their Canadian visitor. 

First stop, Strathalbyn, for a helicopter ride with Henry 

Jones and Diane Bell of the RLCAG over the site of the 

proposed Wellington Weir at Pomanda Island, the Bund 

between the Lakes, the Coorong, Murray Mouth, 

Hindmarsh Island, Currency Creek, Finniss River and the 

Langhorne Creek vineyards.  

“I was overwhelmed by the extent of the devastation and 

the resulting loss of habitat and livelihood for humans and 

species. It is clear the River Murray is dying from the 

mouth up and shocking that the water that could protect 

and restore it is not being released for political reasons,” 

said Maude. 

Then to Milang to visit the “Save the Turtle Project” with 

Chris Jackson, Karyn Bradford, MOSHCC Co-ordinator, 

and the school children of the Milang Campus of Eastern 

Fleurieu School. “I was very moved,” said Maude, as she 

helped the willing young experts remove the coral from 

the backs of the over-burdened turtles. “The children are 

literally saving the lives of these turtles, one by one. How 

can we let this generation down? How can we imagine we 

have the right to destroy these precious wetlands?” 

At Clayton Bay the group viewed the empty Dunn’s 

Lagoon, a site that should be teaming with life, and then 

stood on the bluff looking across to Hindmarsh Island, and 

heard of the plans to build a weir and to pump more water 

from Lake Alexandrina to raise the level of the proposed 

weir pool on the Goolwa side. 

“The construction of weirs, dams and desalination plants is 

the worst set of solutions possible,” said Maude. “They are 

energy intensive, expensive and environmentally 

dangerous. There would be no need for any of this heavy 

technology if governments would commit to proper 

management of the rivers, conservation, storm-water 

capture, and rainwater harvesting. If they had a long-term 

plan these actions would be well in hand by now. Instead 

there are only short-term crisis reactions.” 

Last stop, the Finniss River, where Maude and her party 

were welcomed to Ngarrindjeri country by elders Major 

Sumner and Tom Trevorrow with a traditional smoking 

ceremony and moving speeches that stressed the way 

forward was one of shared respect and care for country. 

“I was so shocked at what I saw and further shocked at the 

poisonous combination of inaction or the wrong action on 

the part of both the state and federal governments,” said 

Maude.  

 “I hope every Australian will take the tour I took on 

Saturday and come away as moved to do something  

about it I was.”  


