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This book is dedicated to and in acknowledgement of the 

inspiration gained from... 

  
a small group of thoughtful, enthusiastic and committed citizens, my wife Kay, for the 40 

residents of the Kawarren and Gellibrand valleys who attended the first meeting at the 

Gellibrand Hall in 2006; the 230 people who attended the Kawarren groundwater extraction 

meeting in Gellibrand in October 2007; the printers of books and other material; the placard 

makers; the emailers; the letter writers;  the proof readers;  the solicitors; the T- Shirt makers; 

the web site co-ordinators; the regular attendees of  the Wednesday night gatherings over the 

last 5 years; the car sticker designers; the big photos maker; the young and the elderly alike; 

the Pointers; the attendees of meetings as far away as Warrnambool, Geelong and Melbourne; 

the librarians; cartographer; the people in contact with the multitude of organisations; the 

media AND especially those people in the background facilitating and making it possible for 

the ñworkersò to do their ñworkò of scrutinising and ensuring that the various State 

Government statutory authority officials do the work they are paid to perform. 
 

 

 

It never ceases to amaze me how many people are capable of providing that 
spark of enthusiasm, drive and willingness to contribute and persevere against 
seemingly stacked odds. Without this support it would be very easy to be 
disheartened, dispirited and discouraged by bureaucratic obfuscation. 
 
We are indeed also very fortunate to be living in a country where the freedom 
still exists enabling its citizens to openly voice their objections to an issue and 
be permitted to pursue this issue with vigour. 
 
 
 
April  2012 
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Location Map: source Corangamite Catchment Management Authority regional Catchment Strategy(999) 

 
 
 
 
Disclaimer: 
This publication may be of assistance to you, but there is no guarantee that the 

publication is without flaw of any kind or is wholly appropriate for your particular 

purposes and therefore disclaim all liability from error, loss or other consequence that 

may arise from relying on any information in this publication. 

This publication has been prepared, and supporting documents used, with diligence. 

Statements within this publication that originate from groups or individuals have not been 

evidentially tested. No liability is accepted from any action resulting from an 

interpretation of this publication or any part of it. 

April 2012 

Malcolm Gardiner 

                   Email:  otwaywater@yahoo.com.au      www.otwaywater.com.au 

 Boundary Creek and 

the   Big Swamp 

mailto:otwaywater@yahoo.com.au
http://www.otwaywater.com.au/
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The following summarised introductions from the 
Otway Water Books found at the website 
www.otwaywater.com.au ,   give a broad brush outline 
of the social, economic and environmental impacts 
and issues experienced along  Boundary Creek in the 
Otway Ranges. 

BOOK EIGHT  (October 2008)      

òOne Giant Environmental Footprint.ó 

The Barwon Regional Water Authority has been extracting large volumes of groundwater from the 
Gerangamete Groundwater Management Area on and off since the drought of 1982ς83. The water 
is extracted between 500 to 600 metres below ground level, at the Barwon Downs borefield. It is 
treated and then conveyed and used in the Greater Region of Geelong.  The environmental and 
social impacts of this pumping regime have been profound. Since Barwon Water had indicated that 
it was going to begin test pumping from a borefield at Kawarren with the aim of extracting 16 000 
a[κȅŜŀǊΣ .ŀǊǿƻƴ ²ŀǘŜǊΩǎ {ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀble Management Practices came under scrutiny from the 
Kawarren and Gellibrand community residents and landholders. 

This scrutiny indicated that there had to be a monumental shift in .ŀǊǿƻƴ ²ŀǘŜǊΩǎ ǎƻ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ 
sustainable groundwater management practice before extraction of any kind could be allowed to 
proceed at the Kawarren or any other borefield. 

Earlier books provide documentation and referenced material that clearly shows groundwater 
extraction from the borefield at Barwon Downs has had a profound detrimental affect on the area 
surrounding this borefield. There are a number of indicators presented in this book that suggest the 
detrimental sphere of influence maybe more severe and covering a wider area than first thought. 
Regardless, it was blatantly obvious that a full and comprehensive review of groundwater extraction 
in the Barwon Downs area is long overdue and this review should be conducted before any work at 
the Kawarren Borefield commenced.  

 

BOOK NINE  (September 2009)     

òBarwon Downs Borefield Flora Studies 1986-2009.ó 

In the late 1980s the Government of the day repeatedly stated that the extraction of groundwater, 
unlike surface water impoundments (dams), did not create environmental problems. Consequently 
the Geelong and District Water Board (now Barwon Water) was encouraged to develop the Barwon 
Downs borefield. 

άBecause the use of groundwater usually has few adverse environmental effects, it is often 
favoured over surface sources which can have marked effectsΦΩ  

                 (Report No 18 Department of Water resources, June 1988.) 

Unfortunately it has been found that there can be serious impacts when groundwater is extracted 
faster than it can be replenished. Streams, springs and wetlands begin to dry up; potential acid 

http://www.otwaywater.com.au/
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sulfate soils can become a major concern and there is substantial argument to support the notion 
that salinity problems can result. These problems impact on both the well being of humans and the 
environment. 

This book highlights detrimental impacts that have resulted from groundwater extraction along 
Boundary Creek at Yeodene and presents an entirely different result to the published results of a 
study conducted by Sinclair Knight Merz on behalf of Barwon Water.  

Barwon Water released a media statement regarding the Sinclair Knight Merz report ( April 23, 2009. 

REF: 063/09ύ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƘŜŀŘŜŘ άFlora study inconclusive.έ  It will be demonstrated that conducted 
ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƭȅΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŦƭƻǊŀ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǇƭŀǳǎƛōƭŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘΦ LŦ ǘƘŜ άconducted field 
surveys, reviewed groundwater levels and assessed new and previous dataΣέ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ 
suggested in this flora study, the results would have been totally different.   

This Barwon Water Media release contains half truths, misleading information and incorrect 
statements that masks some incredibly poor research. 

However, the most damming indictment being that the flora study recommendations made in 1986, 
1993 and 2002 were never implemented. As a consequence decades of crucial, comparative baseline 
data has been lost. 

A compelling case is presented that the groundwater extraction licence at the Barwon Downs 
borefield must be reviewed immediately. This review cannot be left until 2019 when Licence 
Number 893889 expires. Social and environmental impacts cannot be allowed to continue for 
another 10 years. 

 

BOOK TEN (November 2009)    

òWaves of Obfuscation.ó 

(Obfuscation ɀ stupefy, bewilder, muddle, confuse, obscure,) 

Considering that the planned borefield investigations at Kawarren were to be conducted in a similar 
fashion to the 1987 Barwon Downs borefield investigations, eight groups of local residents appealed 
against Southern Rural WaterΩǎ hŎǘƻōŜǊ нллу ƛǎǎǳƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ƭƛŎŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ .ŀǊǿƻƴ ²ŀǘŜǊ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘ ŀ ǘŜǎǘ 
pump of groundwater at Kawarren.  

Otway Water Book 10 is a continuation of this story and is a compilation of studies, irresponsible 
actions, cover-ups and failures to act.  

(P.S. In 2009 Barwon Water withdrew its application to pump at Kawarren 24 hours before the VCAT hearing was to 
commence, bringing about the postponement of a $200 million development.) 
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BOOK ELEVEN (February 2010)       

òBoundary Creek and the Big Swamp.ó 

This book examines and discusses the available data on the connectedness between the surface and 

groundwater flows of Boundary Creek and the Big Swamp. The Otway Water books preceding this 

one have dealt with... 

¶ Extensive groundwater extraction ς followed by Boundary Creek drying for the first time on 
record. 

¶ Pre-pumping environmental studies not done.  

¶ Studies post pumping inadequate, inaccurate and based on dubious information. 

¶ Decades of flora recommendations largely ignored. 

¶ Permissible Annual Volume recommendation for groundwater extraction being exceeded by 
a factor of 5. 

¶  Southern Rural Water granting a 15 year groundwater extraction licence.  

¶ Licence conditions being broken. 

¶ Licence not scrutinised, reviewed or adequately policed by Southern Rural Water. 

¶ Local knowledge largely being ignored. 

¶ Platypus colonies being wiped out. 

¶ Blackfish and other instream life forms decimated by acidic waters and no flows. 

¶ Springs and wetlands drying out. 

¶ Intensity and incident of fire dramatically increasing. 

¶ Environmental flows not being allocated. 

¶ Supplementary flows released into Boundary Creek and then disappearing into the depleted 
aquifer. 

¶ No consideration being given to stygofauna (groundwater life forms), and 

¶ the evidence pointing to a serious Actual Inland Acid Sulfate Soil problem. 
If planned studies determine conclusively that there are Actual Inland Acid Sulfate Soils (AIASS) 

present in the Big Swamp the next step will be ascertaining the cause. Considering the extended 

drawn out periods taken by statutory Government authorities to commence and conduct such 

investigations this could take a considerable amount of time. Even with extensive circumstantial 

evidence that there is an Actual Inland Acid Sulfate Soil (AIASS) problem in the Big Swamp area the 

site has only been visited by representatives of the Colac Otway Shire (as at February 2010). Over 12 

months earlier the first written formal complaint was sent to the Environment Protection Authority 

(Geelong). Formal complaints were also sent to the Department of Sustainability and Environment, 

Barwon Water, the Colac Otway Shire and Southern Rural Water. The Corangamite Catchment 

Management Authority was also consulted. The only authority to be proactive has been the Colac 

hǘǿŀȅ {ƘƛǊŜΦ hǘƘŜǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ǊŜǇƭȅΤ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΤ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ 

ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻǊ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ investigations will be carried out in the future. 

If authorities are so tardy investigating formal complaints of toxic acidified, heavy metal laden 

waters along Boundary Creek, it is anticipated that investigating the cause would take considerably 

longer. Pre-empting that Actual Inland Acid Sulfate Soils will be proven to exist along Boundary 

Creek this Book looks at the historical data available in an effort to determine the reasons for the 

creation of these soils. Also some of the commonly accepted ideas put forward by these very same 

statutory authorities are challenged. 
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BOOK TWELVE (February 2010) 

òThe Threat to Permanent Freshwater Peat 

Swamps & Wetlands of the Gellibrand River and 

Barongarook Creek Catchments ð Otway Ranges.ó 

Inland Acid Sulfate Soils (IASS) is a newly recognised problem for soils 

on the Australian continent. Coastal Acid Sulfate Soil problems have 

been part of Australian history for many years. However, because of 

the severe and extended drought over the last decade previously 

saturated, innate Inland Acid Sulfate Soils have dried out and been 

exposed to oxidation causing serious ecological, social and 

engineering structural  problems. Leaders in the area of Inland Acid 

Sulfate Soils began their serious studies in the 1990s.  

When a possible site of Inland Acid Sulfate Soil was recognised in 2008 in a freshwater peat swamp 

and wetland in the Otway Ranges, a site that appeared to be producing large amounts of sulphuric 

acid, toxic gases and heavy metals, Victorian State Government authorities were asked to investigate 

this occurrence.  

 

 

Every indication pointed to groundwater extraction 

as the culprit. After 15 months of inaction by 

responsible authorities, a dedicated group of 

concerned Otway residents decided to seek the 

necessary expertise to conduct a comprehensive 

evaluation of the site. The site being situated along 

Boundary Creek in the vicinity of the Big Swamp 

freshwater peat wetlands of the Barwon River 

Catchment, Otway Ranges, Yeodene, Victoria, 

Australia.  

In an attempt to ascertain the potential risk to permanent freshwater wetlands in the Gellibrand 

River Catchment of the Otway Ranges, sites outside the direct drawdown effect from the Barwon 

Big Swamp IASS 2009 

Concrete cancer 

from acid waters. 

Boundary Creek after March 2010 peat fire in the Big Swamp-

supplementary water released from the Colac Otway Pipeline 

disappears into the depleted wetland. 
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Downs groundwater extraction, were also included in the Inland Acid Sulfate Soils study. These 

additional sites are located in the Loves Creek and Barongarook Catchments. 

A concerted effort failed to source studies specifically dedicated to freshwater peat swamps and 

wetlands.  Studies that were found on Inland Acid Sulfate Soils were not peat swamps and seemed 

to concentrate on the causal factor being the extended drought of the late 1990s and early 2000s. 

However, the major causal factor along Boundary Creek pointed to the extensive extraction/mining 

of the deep water aquifer at Barwon Downs. It would also appear that the Big Swamp was unique in 

that it was a freshwater site and as a consequence could reasonably be named as a Freshwater 

Inland Acid Sulfate Soils site. 

Chapter three of this book summarises the scientific research undertaken by the Environment 

Analysis Laboratory of Southern Cross University (March 2010) in the Big Swamp freshwater peat 

wetlands. This research also identifies several nearby permanent freshwater peat swamps and 

wetlands in the Barongarook Creek and Gellibrand River Catchments of the Otway Ranges that 

would be under threat if other groundwater extractions were to be conducted and managed in the 

same fashion as at the Barwon Downs Borefield.  

The first chapter of this book explores the work of Professor Lance Endersbee and its applicability to 

the Freshwater Inland Acid Sulfate Soils of the Gerangamete and Gellibrand Groundwater 

Management Areas.  Endersbee presents a radically different explanation for the origins of the 

water held in deep water aquifers. His convincing arguments challenges the 150 year old theories on 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ƘȅŘǊƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘΦ 

 

 

Three wetlands 

under threat ς in the 

Barongarook 

Creek 

Catchment, 

within a few 

kilometres of 

Colac.       
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Audre Lorde has this to say...άI realise that if I wait until I am no longer afraid to act, write, 

ǎǇŜŀƪΣ ōŜΣ LΩƭƭ ōŜ ǎŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜǎ ƻƴ ŀ ƻǳƛƧŀ ōƻŀǊŘΣ ŎǊȅǇǘƛŎ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƛŘŜΦέ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yvon Chouinard ς Patagonia Clothing. άIf you have the ability, the resources and the 

opportunity to do good and you do nothing that can be evilΦέ  

 

 

 

 

 

9ƛƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǿŜ ŦŀŎŜ ǘƻŘŀȅΣ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ǎƻƭǾŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ 
ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΣέ is worthy of consideration. Perhaps it could be said that the 
significant problems we face along Boundary Creek cannot be solved by the same consultants, 
managers and State Government authorities that created the problems. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Even though this book reveals and exposes alarming shortcomings of governance within an isolated 
area of the State of Victoria, it is none the less of serious consequence and concern to the social, 
environmental and the economic wellbeing to a significant area of Victoria in the Otway Ranges. 
Whether this is indicative of a wider problem will be for others to judge. 
 
Pre the 1990's most government authority staff included expert personnel within their ranks capable 
of carrying out and maintaining their areas of responsibility without fear or favour. However, by the 
end of the 1990's this was no longer the case. Increasingly government authority staff have been cut 
ōŀŎƪΦ ¦ƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅΣ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊǘ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ άƎǊŀǎǎ Ǌƻƻǘǎέ 
level that have been sacrificed. 
 
This has been acknowledged by the Liberal coalition party when in September 2010 it had the 
ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅΣ άPut simply the Government does not have the skills to manage groundwater in 
the state effectivelyΦ ά(43) 
 
 Throughout this turmoil of staff changes and cutbacks the "desk sitters" and "kingdom builders" 
have been able to maintain their jobs and status. Consequently whenever there has been a need for 
studies, research and projects to be conducted the authorities have had to contract the work out to 
private enterprise or semi government bodies. On the surface this competition would appear to be 
in the best financial interests of the public purse, but this is too often at the expense of honesty, 
integrity and thoroughness. It takes a game and financially suicidal company to return with findings 
that do not reflect the wishes of the contracting authority. In some cases the contracting brief is so 
tightly defined that the restricting scope of work prevents a true and honest assessment of the 
situation. 
 
Community involvement in such projects has come to be seen by the authorities as meddling and 
community participation can now be best renamed "community tokenism." When and if reports are 
made available any lay person scrutiny or criticism of findings is not tolerated, never encouraged, is 
often ignored and belittled. 
 
Whenever an authority is persistently pursued with what would appear to be a reasonable criticism, 
a barrage of evasive strategies is then employed. These avoidance strategies are well versed and in 
most cases cause the pursuer to give up in despair wondering what is the use of trying. Lack of 
funds, not our responsibility, extended delay to requests, we will get back to you and never do, are 
some of these tactics employed. 
 

With this all said and done there would appear to be sufficient law, acts of government, guidelines 

and policy to adequately deal with the devastating issue of water extraction in the Otway Ranges, to 

ensure that the groundwater resource is managed responsibly and in a sustainable fashion. 

However, the implementation of these documents by the authorities goes nowhere near delivering 

their intended outcomes. 

{ƻƳŜ Ƴŀȅ ŀǎƪΣ ά/ŀƴ ȅƻǳ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ōƻƻƪΚέ ²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜ hƳōǳŘǎƳŀƴ ƻfficer 

asked to have thirty pages of a formal complaint over queries and breaches of the Barwon Downs 

Borefield licence summarised, he was told that the thirty pages was a summary. In a similar vein this 

book is only a fraction of the complete story. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
- the Bureaucratic Structure. 

 
When attempting to examine the structure of the various authorities of the State Government and 
how they relate to one another, a term that comes readily to mind is, "Just like a Dog's Dinner." 
Something that is so mixed up that the individual components cannot be easily defined, the meaning 
and intent lost, the original objective(s) of each component no longer discernible and the direction 
being followed blurred and indistinct. 
 
However, with the Boundary Creek issues it is known which member of parliament is responsible for 
each of the various state authorities. (Source: Hon.,Terry Mulderôs  Colac Office, 27 October 2011.) 

 
 

Hon Ryan Smith                CCMA, DSE, Parks VIC, EPA  

Minister for Environment & Climate Change  

Level 17, 8 Nicholson Street  

MELBOURNE   VIC   3003  

 

Hon Peter Walsh                Barwon Water, Southern Rural Water, Department of Primary 

Industries - Ag & Food Security  

Minister for Water  

Level 20, 1 Spring Street  

MELBOURNE   VIC   3000  

 

Hon Michael O'Brien                Department of Primary Industries - Energy & Resources  

Minister for Energy & Resources  

Level 22, 1 Spring Street  

MELBOURNE   VIC   3000  

 

Hon Jeanette Powell                Colac Otway Shire  

Minister for Local Government  

Level 17, 8 Nicholson Street  

EAST MELBOURNE   VIC   3002   

 

Attempting to obtain a detailed structure of these State Government Authorities has not been an 
easy task. In fact the process was becoming so laborious and time consuming that the decision was 
made that perhaps finding out about these structures would probably achieve little and the time 
being spent could be better used elsewhere. Suffice to say that to the outsider the structure of these 
bodies appears to be like a tangled, jumbled web. The results of a concerted effort to examine five 
of these authorities are included below, DSE, DPI, Parks Victoria, Barwon Water and the EPA. 
 

The upper echelon of the Department of Sustainability and EnvironmentΩǎ 
(DSE) structure was the easiest to obtain (see page 14). However, there is no mention of the multitude 
of employees charged with carrying out the directives of these desk bound officers.  


