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The Gippsland Lakes are a series of coastal lagoons and fringing wetlands in south-eastern
Australia extending from Sale Common to Lakes Entrance, covering approximately 60,000
hectares. They receive water from seven major rivers and are connected to the Southern
Ocean by a narrow, artificially maintained channel at Lakes Entrance. The lakes support
diverse wetland types and are of high conservation value, listed as a wetland of international
importance under the Ramsar Convention. The ecological values of the site include extensive
seagrass beds, fringing vegetation, habitat for resident and migratory waterbirds, diverse and
abundant fish, supporting threatened species, and one of only two known populations of the
rare Burrunan dolphin. The lakes are central to tourism for the region, support commercial and
recreational fisheries and have outstanding Aboriginal and European cultural values.
There have been several assessments of the health of the Gippsland Lakes in the past,
including one of the most recent, the Gippsland Lakes Natural Assets Report Card in 2011.
Since that time, there has been considerable investment in projects aimed at improving the
condition of the lakes and increasing our understanding of the lake’s ecology and condition.
This Gippsland Lakes Environment Report assesses the current condition of the Lakes based
on most recent available data. It also highlights some key knowledge gaps and importantly
establishes a framework for future condition assessments.
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How this Report Card
was produced
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This Report Card was requested by the Gippsland Lakes Coordinating Committee (GLCC)
to help provide the interested community with the latest information available in a consistent
format. The project was led by East Gippsland CMA; with technical input from experts and
overseen by a working group comprised of key stakeholders. The report card is based on
the format developed by the Victorian Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability used in
the State of the Bays (Port Phillip and Westernport Bays) report. Indicators of condition were
selected that represent the key values of the system under four themes: water quality, habitat,
fauna and shoreline stability.
This report card builds on the existing strategies and plans currently in place for maintaining the
health of the Gippsland Lakes such as the recently developed Ramsar Site Management Plan.

Understanding the report card symbols
Status
Status is represented by four categories, for each
indicator a threshold has been defined for each
category (i.e. at what point would you consider an
indicator in “good” condition?). These are provided
in the technical report.
Unknown

Poor

Fair

Good

Unknown

Deteriorating

Stable

Improving

Trend
Trend is the direction of change and also in four
categories: improving (towards better condition);
stable; deteriorating (getting worse) and unknown.

Data quality
Data quality is a reflection of the type and adequacy
of available data, in three categories: poor (evidence
too low to make an assessment); fair (limited evidence
and expert opinion based assessments); good
(adequate high quality data).

Poor
Fair
Good
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Key messages

This report represents a snapshot in time of the condition of the system. Consistent with the
approaches used in State of the Bays and State of the Environment Reporting, the assessment
is based on the best available data, obtained from a wide range of sources, collected for a
variety of purposes. Very few of the data used were collected in programs that aimed to assess
condition, and the results here must be taken in that context.

The Gippsland Lakes are a large and complex system,
and understanding what represents “good” condition
is not always straightforward. There are a small
number of knowledge gaps, but these are largely
related to trends, which require long time-series data.
By and large, there is a great deal known about the
site, and our knowledge is constantly improving as are
techniques for gathering that knowledge. In particular
large-scale data collection that is geospatial in nature
is becoming more available and cost effective.
Overall, the lakes can be considered to currently be
in fair to good condition and they continue to support
significant social, economic and ecological values. The
site remains recognised as a Wetland of International
Importance and the values leading to that listing
(coastal saltmarsh, waterbirds, fish) all continue to be
maintained by the site.
Water quality is highly variable over short time scales
but largely stable in Lakes Victoria and King over
longer time periods. In years of high rainfall, large
loads of nutrients can enter the Lakes resulting in algal
blooms, which may temporarily impact values. It is
important to remember, however, that phytoplankton
is the driver of primary productivity in the main
lakes providing food for fauna. Water quality in Lake
Wellington is on a trajectory of decline that most likely
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began with the opening of the permanent connection
to the Southern Ocean over 100 years ago, but has
been exacerbated by activities in the catchment and
water resource use.
The complexity of the site is illustrated by the
interactions between water quality and other values.
While there is some evidence that Lake Wellington
is increasing in salinity, there have been concerns
that while freshwater conditions are desirable, shortterm decreases in salinity, like those that occurred in
summer 2021, have profound impacts on seagrass
and the health of Burrunan dolphins. The impacts
on other values that rely on higher salinities, such as
marine fish, remain unknown.
The main lakes and the fringing wetlands are a system
in transition that has been occurring for over 100 years.
The arrival of Europeans has seen changes in land
use in the catchment and the establishment of towns
and urban development around the Lakes. In the
future, change is likely to increase with an increasing
population, and climate change is predicted to alter
the system further. The Gippsland Lakes will continue
to adapt to the changing conditions, and, with efforts,
key values can be maintained, and new values are
likely to emerge.

Aboriginal values of the Gippsland Lakes
The Gunaikurnai people have been custodians of
the waterways in the Gippsland region, including
the wetlands and rivers of the Ramsar site, for
thousands of years. Waterways were, and remain
important to Aboriginal people, providing the
following values (Leggett 2013):
• Food - fishing, collecting mussels, catching eels,
hunting animals, collecting swan eggs, and
gathering of various plants for food and medicine;
• Implements – materials for basket weaving,
grinding stones in river beds, ochre for ceremony,
bark for canoes;
• Culture - water bodies are important places for
our people to come together for cultural, social
and recreational activities. In the past, these
sites were important meeting places for different
clans to conduct business such as trade; and

along our songlines, and trade routes, including
tributaries, fringing wetlands, and the main lakes
themselves.
These sites and artefacts can provide an insight
into the ways of the Gunaikurnai ancestors
and help demonstrate a close and continuing
connection to Country. Some of the sites containing
physical cultural heritage have been recorded
around the lakes, however many have not yet been
found and protected. The spiritual connection of
the Traditional Owners of the Gippsland Lakes is
something that cannot be seen, but nevertheless
exists strongly in the places on and around the lakes.

• Travel and boundaries – rivers provided the
tribal boundaries for our region, they were where
our people waited to be welcomed on to
neighbouring country, they were also an important
means of travel both by foot and on water.

Three key questions are important to help us
better understand how the values of Traditional
Owners are expressed across the Gippsland Lakes
system:
1 Where does Aboriginal cultural heritage exist
across the Gippsland Lakes?
2 In what form is this cultural heritage expressed
in the landscape?
3 How is this cultural heritage significant to
Traditional Owners and Gippsland Lakes
Country?

Gippsland Lakes Country possesses a rich
Aboriginal culture. The heritage of the Gunaikurnai
people is strong across this landscape, and
Aboriginal cultural sites and artefacts can be found

In answering these questions over time, we can
help build a more holistic picture of to inform the
assessment of the health of the Gippsland Lakes
as a system.

Image credit: Craig Moodie

Gippsland Lakes Environment Report 2021 Report Card

7

Themes
A summary of the “Gippsland Lakes
Environment Report” is provided
for each of the following themes.
See the full technical report for further
information.
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Water quality
Water quality is essential for maintaining the ecological, social and economic values of the
Gippsland Lakes. A wide range of internal and catchment based factors influences water
quality in the Gippsland Lakes, such as climate (rainfall), river flows, water resource use,
and internal processes such as stratification and nutrient cycling.
Important water quality parameters salinity, dissolved oxygen, suspended solids, nutrients,
algal biomass, algal blooms, and toxicants have been selected as indicators of condition for
this theme.

Indicator

Status and trends
Unknown

Poor

Fair

Data quality

Good

Salinity
Fair
Lake
Wellington

Lakes
Victoria & King

Good
Dowd
Morass

Heart
Morass

Dissolved
oxygen
Fair
Lake
Victoria

Lakes King
& Wellington

Suspended
sediments
Good
Lake
Victoria

Lakes King
& Wellington

Total
nitrogen
Good
Lakes Victoria
& Wellington

Lake
King

Dissolved
inorganic
nitrogen

Good

Total
Phosphorus
Good
Lake
Wellington

Dissolved
inorganic
phosphorus

Lakes King
& Victoria

Good
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Indicator

Status and trends
Unknown

Poor

Fair

Data quality

Good

Nutrient loads
(TN and TP)

Good

Chlorophyll-a
Good
Lake
Wellington

Lakes King
& Victoria

Algal blooms
Good

Toxicants
Fair
Lakes Victoria
& Wellington

What do the results mean?
Water quality data is available for the main lakes
(King, Victoria and Wellington) through EPA Victoria’s
monitoring program. Results from the past five years
have been compared to site specific objectives derived
for the Gippsland Lakes using the national standard
approach. Water quality across the lakes represents a
gradient of relatively good water quality in Lake King,
to poor water quality in Lakes Victoria and Wellington.
Lake Wellington appears to be experiencing a
sustained trend of increasing salinity.
Nutrient loads entering the Gippsland Lakes are
strongly driven by rainfall in the catchment and river
flows. In high rainfall years, more water flows into the
Lakes, bringing with it more nutrients and sediments.
This relationship between loads and flows is complex,
and this indicator has been assessed by considering
both the amount of nitrogen and phosphorus and the
volume of inflowing water. Over the past five years
these relative loads of both nitrogen and phosphorus
have been mostly lower than the long-term average,
suggesting an improvement in nutrient loads entering
the lakes. Flows and loads vary substantially over time
and so more data is needed for further clarification if
this is a sustained trend.
The indicator for algal blooms was assessed as “fair”
for all lakes, due to the number of blooms in the past
two decades (eight since 2001). Four of these were
of the blue-green algae Nodularia, three were the
blue-green algae Synechococcus and the bloom in
1

Lake
King

the summer of 2015/16 was of the diatom Pseudonitzschia. The long-term record for algal blooms is
incomplete and it is difficult to know if there is a trend in
the frequency or extent of algal blooms in the system.
There is some evidence of concentrations of mercury
in sediments exceeding the sediment quality
guideline low trigger values in Heart Morass, Lake
Wellington and Lake Victoria. In addition, there are
high concentrations of nickel throughout the system,
although this is a result of underlying geology and
common in aquatic ecosystems in Victoria. All other
metals were below guideline levels and overall the risk
to the environment and human health from toxicants
in the Gippsland Lakes is considered to be low1.
Salinity in Dowd and Heart Morass is influenced
by inundation and water source. Inflows of water
from the Latrobe River result in reduced salinity,
but when river flows are low, more saline water can
enter the wetlands from Lake Wellington. Annual
median salinity was below the threshold each year
(2017/18 to 2020/21) with the exception of 2018/19
in Dowd Morass. This results in a rating of “good”
for Heart Morass and “fair” for Dowd Morass. There
is some evidence of decreasing salinity (improved
condition) in recent years, but more data are required.
Two new salinity meters have been established in
Macleod Morass (May 2021) and a further two will
be established in Sale Common, which will allow for
water quality at these two freshwater wetlands to be
evaluated in the future.

Department of Health and Human Services. (2017). Mercury levels in black bream and dusky flathead from the Gippsland Lakes, Victoria. State Government of Victoria,
Melbourne, Victoria.

Reeves, J.M. and Trewarn, A. (2016). Assessment of Heavy Metals and Other Contaminants of the Gippsland Lakes. Federation University Australia, Mt Helen, Victoria.
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Case Study - Lake Wellington Changing Conditions
Local knowledge and scientific studies show that
Lake Wellington was once characterised as clear
water, fresh to brackish salinity, with extensive
beds of submerged macrophytes (Vallisneria sp.)
and fringing vegetation dominated by Common
Reed (Phragmites australis). Now Lake Wellington
is turbid, phytoplankton dominated system with
a lack of submerged vegetation and reduced
fringing vegetation.
The change in conditions has be attributed to a
number of factors and it is likely that all or at least
several acted together (Ducker et al. 1977; Harris
et al. 1998; Tilleard et al 2009; Boon et al. 2015):
• Bushfires in 1965 followed by high rainfall
resulting in large loads of nutrients and
sediments entering the system.
• The 1967/68 drought resulting in a reduced
water levels, high temperatures and death of
submerged vegetation.
• Increasing salinity and lowering of water levels
as a result of the opening of the permanent
entrance to the Southern Ocean.
• Wind generated re-suspension of sediments
and the actions of European carp resulting
in sustained high turbidity and limiting the
re-establishment of submerged macrophytes.
This transition from a clear water macrophyte
dominated wetland to a turbid phytoplankton
dominated system is termed “alternative stable
states”. Alternative stable states is a respected
ecological theory whereby a change in the

environment can cause a shift in an ecosystem
from one state to another (Beisner et al. 2003;
Scheffer et al. 2001). That is, the new state
which was created as a result of disturbance,
is persistent.
The lesson learnt from over two decades of
investigations into shifts across stable states is
that the strong feedback loops inherent in any
change makes it almost impossible to reverse,
no matter what the scale of management
intervention. That is, in this example, the shift
to a turbid environment makes it impossible for
submerged plants to establish as they are too light
limited. Without the sediment stabilising effects of
macrophytes, the sediment is highly mobile and
is constantly re-suspended from the bottom by
winds in the shallow lake system.
The Gippsland Lakes was recognised as a wetland
of international importance under the Ramsar
Convention in 1982, decades after the shift in
state of Lake Wellington. Under the Convention,
there is an obligation to maintain the ecological
character of the site and the values they support.
There is evidence that salinity in Lake Wellington is
increasing and the impact of this on the ecological
character of the Ramsar site is currently being
investigated. In addition, the Ramsar Site
Management Plan (DELWP 2015) has a commitment
to setting realistic rehabilitation goals for Lake
Wellington.

Gippsland Lakes Environment Report 2021 Report Card
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Habitats
The vegetation of the Gippsland Lakes has both inherent biodiversity values and values in
providing food and habitat for fauna.
• Seagrass in the Gippsland Lakes is important habitat for fish and waterbirds and important
to the local community.
• Coastal saltmarsh associated with the Gippsland Lakes provide invaluable bird habitat and
support local fish production.
• Vegetation in variably saline wetlands, often dominated by swamp paperbark and beds of
reeds and sedges, provides habitat for waterbirds, invertebrates and supports biodiversity.
• Freshwater vegetation communities in Sale Common and Macleod Morass are important
regionally for biodiversity of plants, as well as supporting waterbirds, freshwater fish and frogs.

Indicator

12

Status and trends
Unknown

Poor

Fair

Data quality

Good

Seagrass:
extent

Good

Seagrass:
condition

Good

Saltmarsh:
extent

Good

Saltmarsh:
condition

Good

Variably saline
wetland
vegetation:
extent

Good

Variably saline
wetland
vegetation:
condition

Fair

Freshwater
wetland
vegetation:
extent

Good

Freshwater
wetland
vegetation:
condition

Fair
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What do the results mean?
Seagrass in the Gippsland Lakes and elsewhere
exhibits a high degree of variability in above ground
biomass on annual (and longer) timescales and results
must be considered in this context. Seagrass extent
in the Gippsland Lakes was mapped over four recent
years (2017, 2019, 2020 and 2021) and total extent
ranged from 2235 hectares in 2021 to 2854 hectares in
2019. This is within the Limits of Acceptable Change,
but the aspiration goal of 4000 to 5000 hectares has
not yet been achieved, so the assessment for seagrass
extent is “fair”. There is no clear trend with a high
degree of annual variability. Current mapping (2017 to
2021) indicates 32 to 38% of the seagrass occurred as
dense patches, reflecting “good” condition.
There is over 10,000 hectares of saltmarsh in and
around the Gippsland Lakes, including over 4000
hectares within the Ramsar Site. Total extent of
saltmarsh in 2021 within the Ramsar site boundary
was 4058 hectares, of which 1261 hectares was within
Lake Reeve. This represents achievement of the RCT
and indicates that the extent of saltmarsh within the
Gippsland Lakes Ramsar Site has been maintained,
indicating good condition. While the extent of
saltmarsh within the Ramsar site boundary remains
comparable to that in 2011; there is some evidence
of an expansion of saltmarsh in some areas adjacent
to the Gippsland Lakes, but outside the Ramsar site
boundary. With respect to the condition of saltmarsh
communities, results of over 40 field assessments
indicated that 60% were in “good condition”, four in
“fair” condition and 14 in poor condition. The average
score across all sites can therefore be considered
“fair”. Repeat assessments of condition over time will
be required to assess trend in condition of saltmarsh.

Mapped extent of other wetland vegetation indicated
that in July 2020 there was over 3000 hectares of reed
bed and other macrophytes and 5500 hectares of
swamp scrub dominated by paperbark. Quantitative
information on vegetation condition is available
only for two of the major variably saline wetlands,
Heart Morass and Dowd Morass. A habitat mosaic
consisting of open water, reed beds and paperbark
has been maintained at both these wetlands and field
assessments suggest that the vegetation communities
are largely in good condition. There is no information
available to discern any trend in condition or in area,
however repeat mapping and field assessments over
time will help improve our understanding.
There are only two large freshwater complexes of
wetland vegetation remaining in the Gippsland Lakes:
Sale Common and the upper parts of Macleod Morass,
the latter being maintained in its current condition
largely by inputs of treated wastewater from Bairnsdale
(plus a regulator structure at the lower end of the
wetland, which stops the intrusion of saline water
from the lower Mitchell River). The two wetlands
vary in response to patterns of wetting and drying,
with an expansion of emergent vegetation during
drier phases as the extent of open water contracts.
Mapping of wetland vegetation from satellite imagery
in 2020 indicated a mosaic of open water emergent
macrophytes and paperbark communities at both
wetlands, indicative of good wetland habitat extent.
Quantitative data on vegetation condition is available
for Sale Common from 2015 and suggests the
condition of the vegetation is also good. There is no
information available to draw conclusions about trends.

Gippsland Lakes Environment Report 2021 Report Card
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Case Study - Seagrass: variability over time
Seagrass can vary considerably over relatively short
periods of time in response to nutrients (both too
much and not enough) salinity and available light.
Seagrass extent between 2017 and 2021 varied
by as much as 25% between years. Not only did
the total extent vary, but the distribution changed
as well, with more seagrass in Jones Bay in 2017
and more in Lake Victoria in 2020. This pattern
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of shifting seagrass is not new. Between 1959
and 1997 seagrass extent changed dramatically
leading scientists to conclude that seagrasses
in Gippsland Lakes are in a state of “continual
fluctuation” (Roob and Ball (1997). Available data
suggest no long-term trend, but that salinity may
play a role, with a decline in seagrass in lower
salinity conditions.

Fauna
The Gippsland Lakes is recognised as a Wetland of International Importance under the Ramsar
Convention, primarily for its role in supporting a diverse and abundance of waterbirds and fish
and for supporting a unique population of the Burrunan dolphin.
• The Gippsland Lakes is a recognised important recreational fishery and the lakes also
support a diverse number of native fish that are not associated with recreational fisheries,
with a total of 180 species recorded.
• The Gippsland Lakes supports a diverse and abundance of waterbirds across all the habitats
and wetlands. The lakes support species that are important internationally and recognised
through migratory bird agreements as well as several threatened species. Waterbirds have
inherent biodiversity values and attract visitors to the Gippsland Lakes.
• In 2011 a new species of dolphin, the Burrunan dolphin, was described from south-eastern
Australia. There are only two known resident populations of this species, one from Port Phillip
Bay and one from the Gippsland Lakes.
These groups of fauna have been selected as indicators of condition for the Lakes.

Indicator

Status and trends
Unknown

Poor

Fair

Data quality

Good

Fish
abundance
Fair
Black Bream
and Yellow-eye
Mullet

Tailor

Fish
diversity

Waterbird
abundance

Waterbird
diversity

Burrunan
dolphin
abundance

Silver
Trevally

Fair

Total abundance, Black Swan,
Eurasian Coot, Fairy Terns, Little Terns,
Little Black Cormorant, Chestnut Teal

Fair

Fair

Fair
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What do the results mean?
Data on abundance and populations of native fish
is limited to fisheries species based on catch rates.
Recent assessments by Fisheries Victoria have
indicated that populations of black bream are likely
to be on a trajectory of decline, with the last large
recruitment event nearly three decades ago in the
late 1980s. Similarly, yellow-eye mullet was assessed
as being depleted. Populations of silver trevally and
tailor were assessed as being stable, above average
numbers of silver trevally, average numbers of tailor
in recent years.
Due to the large area covered by the Lakes, there
are very few total waterbird counts. Condition is
assessed on the basis of diversity (species richness)
and abundance of indicator species that represent
different functional groups (fish eating species, ducks,
herbivores and waders). Abundance of total waterbirds
and all indicator species is representative of good
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condition. Data from multiple sources indicates that
at least 90 wetland dependent bird species have been
recorded across the Gippsland Lakes in the past five
years. This includes rare and threatened species such
as the Australasian bittern. This is an achievement of
the Resource Condition Target and indicates “good”
waterbird diversity.
The population of the Burrunan dolphin in the
Gippsland Lakes at just over 90 individuals, is very
small. In winter, males move into the Gippsland Lakes
increasing numbers and breeding commences. Recent
freshwater conditions in the Lakes are thought to have
contributed to a decline in the health of the resident
dolphins, with 10 confirmed or presumed deaths and a
further 26 individuals not sighted during surveys. There
is some evidence that this impact of fresher conditions
on dolphin health and population has occurred in the
past, but we do not know if and when populations
will recover.

Case Study - The Burrunan dolphin
In 2011 a new species of dolphin, the Burrunan
dolphin (Tursiops australis), was described from
south-eastern Australia (Charlton-Robb et al.
2011). The Gippsland Lakes is home to one of only
two known resident populations of this species,
with an estimated resident population size of just
94 individuals (Charlton-Robb et al. 2014). During
winter, however, the numbers increase, with over
1520 individuals recorded. It is thought that this is
due to migration of males between the Gippsland
Lakes and Tasmania in a seasonal pattern, arriving
in the Gippsland Lakes in winter to breed, then
heading south to Tasmania in summer. By contrast,
the female population appears to be more
sedentary, remaining in the Lakes year round.
Monitoring in 2021 indicated that many of the
dolphins had skin lesions and up to 10 individuals
were confirmed or presumed dead, with a
further 26 absent from surveys. Researchers
are investigating the cause of the event, but

suspect that the freshwater conditions that
persisted throughout the summer of 2021 may be
a contributing factor. In 2007, similar freshwater
conditions in the lakes led to the deaths of several
dolphins and similar skin disease. This highlights
the complexity of the Gippsland Lakes system and
why fresher conditions are not always desirable.
Of concern are the impacts of tourism and
boating on the Burrunan dolphins in the Gippsland
Lakes, with the species affected by boat strike
and altered behaviour from pursuit. In particular,
avoidance of boats and tour operators can detract
from important activities for dolphins such as
feeding and resting and can lead to a decline in
their health. Managing boating and tourism in the
Gippsland Lakes to maintain and improve the
condition of the Burrunan dolphin is important to
both maintain dolphin populations and the long
term sustainability of dolphin related tourism.

Gippsland Lakes Environment Report 2021 Report Card
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Shoreline stability
Shoreline erosion and accretion are natural processes in coastal and estuarine systems.
Shorelines may be eroded during storm events and then over time, sediment is deposited and
the shoreline builds up again. Increased erosion occurs as a result of increasing water levels,
increased currents and wave energy and a loss of stabilising fringing vegetation.
• The Mitchell River Silt Jetties are an internationally significant geomorphological feature and
play an important role in influencing conditions in Jones Bay. The site also holds significant
cultural and community values.
• Shorelines of the Gippsland Lakes provide important habitat for flora and fauna, particularly
birds. Instability in the shoreline can lead to losses or changes in these important areas.
• The outer barrier of the Gippsland lakes formed over long time scales with the oldest
formations dating over 100,000 years ago and provides a unique diversity of habitats as well
as providing protection of the lakes system from the wind and wave energy of Bass Strait.
These physical components of the Gippsland Lakes environment have been selected as
indicators of condition for the Lakes.

Indicator

Status and trends
Unknown

Poor

Fair

Data quality

Good

Silt jetties
Fair

Gippsland
Lakes

Poor

Outer
barrier

Poor

What do the results mean?
Shoreline erosion is a loss of the land due to the
removal of beach and dune material. It can result in a
loss of habitat (e.g. intertidal sand flats for shorebirds),
infrastructure (threatening boat ramps, buildings
and other shoreline assets), important geomorphic
features such as the silt jetties, and lead to increased
suspended sediments in the water column. In the case
of the outer barrier (the narrow strip of land separating
the Gippsland Lakes from Bass Strait) coastal erosion
processes (including sea level rise and an increased
frequency and intensity of storms) could lead to a
temporary breaching of the barrier dunes, resulting in
changes to the morphology and hydrology of the local
area, over a variety of timeframes.
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Information on shoreline stability and erosion in the
Gippsland Lakes is limited and it is unclear what
proportion of shorelines are stable. There have been
a small number of studies in recent years on the silt
jetties, climate change influences and geomorphology.
The information is mostly qualitative, and the
assessment of condition presented here is based on
expert opinion. It has been suggested that increasing
salinity, resulting in a loss of shoreline vegetation, has
resulted in decreased shoreline stability and increased
erosion. Climate change, especially sea-level rise
and an increased incidence and possibly severity of
storm surges, could rapidly change the stability of the
shorelines of the Gippsland Lakes.

Case Study - The Mitchell River silt jetties
The Mitchell River silt jetties are long, narrow
tracts of land that extend almost eight kilometres
into Lake King, forming the barrier between Lake
King and Jones Bay. They are second in size only
to those of Mississippi River that extend into the
Gulf of Mexico and are considered significant both
nationally and internationally as one of the finest
examples of this type of landform in the world.
The origin of the Mitchel River silt jetties has been
the subject of scientific debate, with questions
raised about how such an extensive formation of
sediment could have accumulated from such a
relatively small river (Bird 1978). However, the most
common theory is that they were formed from the
deposition of sediments from the Mitchell River as
a type of river delta, with the low wave energy in the
waterbodies prior to the permanent opening to the

Southern Ocean, accounting for their unusual size
(Rosengren 1984).
Since the 1900s, there has been considerable
erosion of the silt jetties and surrounding shorelines,
with much of the extensive reed beds that once
protected these shorelines now gone. In addition,
these important features, which provide habitat for
a variety of plants and animals, are at risk from sea
level rise and climate change.
Parks Victoria is leading a collaborative project
to protect the silt jetties through a number of on
ground management actions and erosion control.
This program has seen the establishment of rock
armouring along the jetties in the areas most at
risk of erosion, improving shoreline stability and
protecting this asset for future generations.

The iconic silt jetties (Ethos NRM 2015).
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