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The Wenlock River near Stone’s Crossing. Photo: Glenn Walker 
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Executive Summary 
 
The Wenlock River is one of our last great wild rivers. This spectacular river is home to the richest 
diversity of freshwater fish in Australia, is one of Australia’s best crocodile habitats, and is an 
important oasis for native wildlife on Cape York during the dry season. The Wenlock is also of 
great cultural, spiritual and economic importance to the local Indigenous Traditional Owners. 
 
This irreplaceable river system deserves full protection from the destructive threats, such as strip 
mining, dams and intensive agriculture that have destroyed so many other Australian river 
systems. For this reason, The Wilderness Society (TWS) strongly supports the protection and 
management of the river through a declaration of the Wenlock River Basin under the Wild Rivers 
Act 2005 (the Act).  
 
TWS commends the Government for the mapping of special features including the Coolibah 
Springs Complex, the Port Musgrave Wetlands Complex and Embley Range Aggregation. 
However there is strong scientific evidence to support the extension of the Coolibah Springs High 
Preservation Area to cover the adjoining bauxite plateau, and ensure the protection of wild river 
values from the threats associated with strip-mining. There is a clear hydrologic connection 
between the bauxite plateau, the springs, and the Wenlock River’s baseflow, which is particularly 
important in the dry season.  
 
Headwaters of the Wenlock River and waterholes are also vital to the healthy ecology of the river 
system and must be afforded stronger protection under the declaration. 
 
A deeply concerning omission in the declaration proposal is the archaic and excessive water 
exemptions held by Rio Tinto Alcan. These seriously undermine the declaration and therefore the 
protection of the Wenlock River. TWS maintains that the Government should not permit any 
exemptions at all for Rio Tinto Alcan under the declaration, and that their water rights be 
immediately modernised and made consistent with Wild River policy frameworks which apply to 
others. 
 
The Wenlock River is an Indigenous cultural domain, and of enormous value to its Traditional 
Owners who retain living cultural, spiritual, social and economic connections to their homelands 
within the basin. The customary tenure and management of the basin are a vital component of its 
future – native title claims, Indigenous cultural heritage, Aboriginal land holdings and enterprise will 
be integral to the adoption and implementation of a Wild River management regime for the 
Wenlock.  
 
This begins with the identification and formal recognition of the Traditional Owners of the Wenlock 
River, explicit recognition of cultural heritage values and providing for appropriate levels of 
protection and management of cultural heritage sites and contemporary cultural activities in the 
protection proposal. 
 
Finally, the protection of the Wenlock River Basin from development threats is only as good as the 
management that accompanies it. The successful Indigenous Wild River Ranger program must be 
continued for the Wenlock, and accompanied by an Indigenous Natural and Cultural Resource 
Management Plan for the Basin. 
 
On the following page is a summary of our key recommendations, with supporting detail contained 
in this submission. 
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Recommendations: 
 

1. Declare the Wenlock River Basin as a Wild River, including all of the 
recommendations contained in this submission. 

2. Extend the boundaries of the Coolibah Springs Complex High Preservation Area to 
incorporate the adjacent bauxite plateau, right up to the boundaries of the Wenlock 
River Basin. 

3. Maintain the current boundaries of the High Preservation Area for the Port 
Musgrave Wetlands. 

4. Maintain the current boundaries of the High Preservation Area for the Embley 
Range Aggregation. 

5. Extend the High Preservation Areas to include important waterholes and 
headwaters not currently protected in the declaration proposal. 

6. That Cape Alumina’s water extraction plan is rejected outright.  

7. Reform the nature of the water entitlements held by Rio Tinto Alcan in line with the 
National Water Initiative and the declaration. 

8. Ensure there are no exemptions at all for other mining companies. 

9. Amend the declaration proposals, Wild Rivers Code, Water Act 2000 and Fisheries 
Act 1994 to specify that waterway barrier works are prohibited in nominated 
waterways. 

10. That in order to adhere to the precautionary principle, the proposed water reserves 
in the declaration proposals include water extracted by overland flow works and the 
allowable levee bank size in the Wild Rivers Code (Part 6) is reduced to 50m. 

11. The water licence conditions for releasing unallocated water should be akin, but not 
limited to, the conditions detailed in the Water Resource (Gulf) Plan 2007, an area 
of similar ecological conditions to Cape York. 

12. Recognising that the Government has committed to creating 100 Indigenous Wild 
River Ranger jobs, ensure that the program receives an additional funding of $6 
million in the 2009/2010 financial year (totally $9 million when calculating current 
positions). This would allow an additional 40 rangers to begin work by the end of 
2009. Head-Ranger and Ranger Coordinator positions are also critical to 
maintaining these programs and should be provided for in each community. 

13. That an Indigenous Natural and Cultural Resource Management Plan (INCRMP) 
for the Wenlock River Basin be developed and resourced to support the declaration 
and to be implemented by land managers and the Indigenous Wild River Rangers. 

14. That the Wild Rivers Unit and/or the DERM be tasked with the development of a 
communications and promotions strategy, including interpretative materials, in 
partnership with local communities, to encourage greater public awareness and 
acknowledgement of wild river protection. 
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1 Introduction 
 
This submission is in response to the Wild River declaration proposal for the Wenlock River Basin. 
TWS has organised its response by summarising the values of the basin, explaining the 
importance of the protection of the river system as part of a “WildCountry” approach to 
conservation, and outlining key issues and recommendations in the declaration proposal.  
 
In addition to written references, TWS interviewed Emeritus Professor Henry Nix and Professor 
Ian White (of the Australian National University) on the 13th of May 2009 to seek their expert 
opinion on the declaration proposal. Their comments are included as personal communication 
references. 
 
Any substantial changes to High Preservation Areas, including those TWS strongly recommends, 
should be subject to further negotiation between the Government and the relevant Traditional 
Owners, landholders, and stakeholders. 
 
 
2 Organisation Making the Submission 
 
The Wilderness Society (TWS) is a community-based environmental advocacy organisation whose 
mission is protecting, promoting and restoring wilderness and natural processes across Australia 
for the survival and ongoing evolution of life on Earth.  
 
TWS has been a consistent public advocate for the protection of Wild Rivers in Queensland. Visit 
www.wildrivers.org.au for more information about our public campaign. 
 
TWS works with Indigenous Traditional Owners and landholders to achieve conservation 
outcomes based on native title and respect for Indigenous rights. TWS has a national commitment 
to support Traditional Owners around the country as the primary conservation managers of their 
homelands and as major contributors to regional and national conservation strategies. 
 
 
3 Summary of the values of the Wenlock River Basin 
 
The free-flowing Wenlock River is an icon of Cape York. The dense riverside rainforest, rich fish 
diversity, extensive wetlands, and perennial flows make it a river of exceptional biodiversity, 
uniqueness and natural beauty. The river system is of enormous value to its Traditional Owners 
who retain living cultural, spiritual, social and economic connections to their homelands within the 
basin.  
 
The Wenlock has the richest diversity of freshwater fish of all Australian rivers, with some 50 
species, many of which are shared with the southern streams of Papua New Guinea (see O’Reilly 
et al 2008; Abrahams et al 1995). This includes Spear-tooth Shark, globally Critically Endangered 
and one of the world’s rarest fish with an estimated population of less than 250 (Pogonoski and 
Pollard 2003), the globally Endangered Freshwater Sawfish, the rare Fimbriate Gudgeon and 
Buffon's River Garfish, as well as several culturally important Rainbowfish species. The more 
common Barramundi and Saratoga are also abundant in the healthy waters of the Wenlock.  
 
The lush gallery rainforests hugging the major tributaries of the Wenlock River Basin provide 
critical habitat and wildlife corridors for many rainforest creatures, including the Spotted Cus-Cus, 
the White-tailed Rat, Palm Cockatoo and numerous bat species. Extending from the eastern 
ranges of the Cape to Port Musgrave in the west, this huge corridor has been recognised for its 
major role in the dispersal of species across the Peninsula and as a dry season refuge (Abrahams 
et al 1995; Mackey et al 2001).  
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The Wenlock River is also home to one the largest breeding populations in Queensland of the 
Saltwater Crocodile (Abrahams et al 1995). The river is ideal crocodile habitat because its 
estuaries and wetlands are not prone to the extensive flooding events typical of the southern Gulf 
Plains areas. 
 
The expanse of water at the Port Musgrave wetlands near the mouth of the Wenlock – rich in food 
and replenishing nutrients – attracts a wide array of bird life. This includes Magpie Geese, 
Australian Pelican, Royal Spoonbill and Brolga. The distinct and rare Nypa Palm stands in thick 
clusters in the interface of the wetlands and the main Wenlock River channel. These wetlands are 
listed on the Directory of Important Wetlands of Australia and are recognised as one of the most 
diverse and least fragmented natural wetland aggregations in Australia (DEWHA 2009). 
 
Scientists are only just beginning to learn of the significant natural values of the Coolibah Springs 
Complex and Embley Range Aggregation – both of which are unique spring-fed environments with 
strong hydro-ecological links to the Wenlock River (for example see Lyon and Franklin 2009; Fell 
2009). These two “special features”, along with the critical flows from the eastern rainforest 
ranges, ensure that the Wenlock River flows all year round. Only a handful of rivers in Northern 
Australia exhibit such a perennial nature. 
 
These many values demonstrate that the Wenlock River Basin is one Australia’s most impressive 
and important wild river systems and deserves full protection from the threats that have destroyed 
so many other Australian river systems, such as dam building, strip mining, large-scale irrigated 
agriculture and invasive weeds and feral animals.  
 
Recommendation 1: 
 
Declare the Wenlock River Basin as a Wild River, including all of the recommendations contained 
in this submission. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1: Map of the Wenlock River Basin, with “special features” marked in pink (Source: DNRW 2008). 
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4 Wild River protection as a “WildCountry” tool 
 
The work of TWS is guided by what we call the “WildCountry” vision. It aims to solve 
environmental problems before they occur, and restore the ecological processes and 
environmental flows which sustain the long-term health of nature. It is a move beyond saving 
nature one species and one wild place at a time, towards big-picture and long-term solutions. This 
is led by new, cutting-edge scientific analysis of large-scale ecological connectivity processes, 
allowing nature to continue to survive and evolve.  
 
In a seminal journal paper, Soulé at al (2005) identify seven key ecological processes operating at 
a continental scale in Australia: hydro-ecology; disturbance regimes; long-distance biological 
movements; strong interspecies interactions; climate change and variability; land-sea connections; 
and evolutionary processes. They describe how conservation planning must incorporate such 
underlying principles that shape landscapes and their constituent ecosystems. 
 
As an extension of this important work, Woinarski et al (2007) have identified that in Northern 
Australia, hydro-ecology (water), disturbance (fire), and long-distance biological movements are 
particularly important (and interconnected) processes that drive the nature of the region. 
 
As Woinarski et al explains the variability of rainfall and water availability on Cape York makes 
aquatic ecosystems not just important assets in their own right, but critical to the healthy function 
of the entire landscape. They comment that “the duration of the Dry season and the location of 
water during this time become keys to the survival of most species” (p.30). 
 
This is certainly true for the Wenlock River and its associated aquatic ecosystems, which act as 
refuges for many species. In this context, Wild River protection is one of the most forward-thinking 
conservation initiatives in Australia. It serves to move beyond thinking of conservation as solely 
preserving islands of habitat as protected areas, to expanding sensible ecologically-based 
planning to multiple land tenures. In effect it is helping to protect the important hydro-ecological 
processes in the region. 
 
Recently, Modis satellite data have been analysed by researchers at the Australian National 
University to demonstrate variance by space and time changes in measures of vegetation 
greenness and associated Gross Primary Productivity across Australia (Berry et al 2007). This 
could be considered an eighth ecological process to add to the seven identified by Soulé at al.  
 
In the context of the declaration proposal, these analyses serve to demonstrate the importance of 
the placement of the High Preservation Areas. Of the five natural wild river values identified by the 
Queensland Government (see DNRW 2008), this is particularly relevant to “wildlife corridor 
function” and “riparian function”. 
 
The two images on the following page contrast the seasonal difference between the generally wet 
month of February and the generally dry month of October, using an index of “vegetation 
greenness”. This is a useful (though general) surrogate for food availability. While much of the 
savanna woodlands in western and central Cape York show a spike in vegetation-based habitat 
resources in February, this is greatly reduced in October. 
 
The images clearly show that it is aquatic ecosystems of the Wenlock River Basin west of the 
ranges that are important habitat and refugia in the dry season. Importantly, the Coolibah Springs 
Complex, Embley Range Aggregation and Port Musgrave Wetlands all show up in the October 
image, vindicating the decision to afford these areas special protection. 
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Figure 2:  Vegetation greenness (“fPAR”) in February 2005. The red lines show the outline of the Wenlock River 
Basin and the proposed High Preservation Areas (Source: Derived from an image courtesy of S. Berry, ANU). 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Vegetation greenness in October 2005. Note the distinct green areas within the basin boundaries denoting 
gallery rainforest, springs, relic rainforest and wetlands (Source: Derived from an image courtesy of S. Berry, ANU). 
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5 Issues and recommendations in the declaration pro posal 
 
5.1 Issue: Protection of the Coolibah Springs Compl ex  
 
The Coolibah Springs Complex emanating from the nearby bauxite plateau consists of a series of 
unique perennial springs and watercourses of high conservation value. They maintain an important 
hydro-ecological connection to the Wenlock River through rainforest corridors, refugial habitat, and 
freshwater flows. They are tightly associated with the bauxite and local hydrogeology, lying at the 
margins of drainage lines of the bauxite plateau. 
 
Australia Zoo, leading ecologists, and the EPA have begun describing some of these previously 
undocumented springs (Lyon and Franklin 2009; Fell 2009; Wannan 2008). For example, flora 
surveys of the “Perched Springs” on the Steve Irwin Wildlife Reserve strongly suggest some may 
be an undescribed Regional Ecosystem, and have identified a number of rare or threatened plant 
species such as Nepenthes mirablis (Pitcher Plant) and Calophyllum bicolor (Fell 2009). Similarly, 
fauna surveys reveal a number of threatened species such as Erythrotriorchis radiatus (Red 
Goshawk) and Podargus ocellatus (Marbled Frogmouth) (Lyon and Franklin 2009). These 
rainforest communities show links with rainforests of New Guinea, Northern Territory and other 
parts of Cape York. 
 
Importantly, Fell notes that: “Such refugial ecosystems generally have a low tolerance to 
environmental change and occupy a very narrow ecological range. They are on the brink of 
survival in that even small changes in the watertable may facilitate changes in the structure, 
function and composition of the ecosystem” (2009: p.29). 
 
There has been considerable public debate about the values of these springs and their 
connectivity with the bauxite layer. Cape Alumina, the company that is seeking to strip mine for 
bauxite very close to the springs, has maintained that there is no connection between the bauxite 
layer and the springs. This claim is questioned by experts in the field and is contrary to field 
observations made by TWS and others regarding the hydrogeology of the springs. These are 
explored in detail below.  
 
There is in fact considerable evidence to suggest inextricable and complex links between the 
springs and the maintenance of the bauxite layer. Section 3(a) of the Wild Rivers Act 2005 
indicates that the protection of wild river values must be done by “having a precautionary approach 
to minimise adverse effects on known natural values and reduce the possibility of adversely 
affecting poorly understood ecological function”. The Coolibah Springs Complex warrants this 
approach.  
 
5.1.1 Location of springs testament to close intera ction with bauxite plateau 
 
The location of the springs alone is testament to close hydrological interactions with the bauxite 
plateau. To begin, the springs are only found right on the edge of the plateau, with the headwaters 
generally emanating between 10-15 metres below the height of the adjoining plateau surface, The 
catchment area of the springs therefore has to be the bauxite plateau, as water moving upwards 
from a groundwater source and happening to emanate only on the bauxite margins is extremely 
unlikely. 
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Figure 4: This rendition of a digital terrain model for the Coolibah Springs Complex clearly shows the strong relationship 

between the adjacent bauxite plateau and the perched springs – the green dots are the heads of the springs. The 
proposed High Preservation Areas are also shown here (Source: Adapted from Franklin 2009). 

 
5.1.2 Eucalyptus tetradonta as an indicator of pers istent water 
 
The Eucalyptus tetradonta (Darwin Stringbark) community that exists on top of the bauxite plateau 
is testament to the availability of water in the bauxite layer (Prof. Henry Nix pers. comm. May 
2009). This ecosystem can only exist due to the water provided by the bauxite and ironstone 
layers, particularly during the Dry season. The significant height of the E. tetradonta adjacent to 
the Coolibah Springs suggests consistent and constant water availability in this instance.  
 
5.1.3 Low pH of water a likely function of interact ion with regolith layers 
 
Water pH has been measured at the head of Bluebottle Spring at 3.88 – a highly acidic reading 
(Franklin 2009). As Franklin notes, the acidity of the water then becomes more neutral as it flows 
across the springs, resulting in a gradient of specialised plant assemblages. These unique 
conditions mean that the species associated with the spring ecosystems have adapted to specific 
and probably delicate conditions. A small change in the pH is likely to alter these ecological 
conditions and result in the degradation of these ecosystems through invasion by more generalist 
floral species. 
 
This unique pH of the spring water is likely associated with a series of complex interactions, as 
rainwater percolates through, and interacts with, the top soil, bauxite layer and ironstone layer. 
Permanently removing the bauxite layer is therefore likely to have serious effects on this complex 
sequence of filtration and chemical transformation. 
 
5.1.4 Hydrogeology of springs shows interaction wit h bauxite plateau  
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A recent study of the hydrogeology of the springs on the Steve Irwin Wildlife Reserve by Max 
Winders and Associates Environmental (MWA Environmental) for Australia Zoo’s submission to 
the Wenlock declaration proposal shows undeniable interactions with the adjoining bauxite 
plateau, including the bauxite material targeted for extraction by Cape Alumina (Max Winders pers. 
comm. May 2009). The study, which includes cross-sections of three springs, shows that the 
source of the water for the springs is a porous ironstone layer, underlying the bauxite layer and 
overlying a much less porous clay layer. There is also a second sandstone aquifer (of generally 
loosely consolidated sands and clays) found beneath the relatively impermeable clay layer, which 
provides important base flows to Ling Creek and the Wenlock River. The images below give a 
sense of these geological characteristics of the bauxite plateau. 
 

 
Figure 5: Photo representing the geology of the bauxite plateau. This is taken from the Weipa cliffs – the key difference 

between this image and the plateau adjoining the Coolibah Springs Complex is that the “Rolling Downs Group” is 
replaced by the “Bulimba Formation”. The labels to the right give simple terms to the layers for the purposes of this 

submission (Source: Eggleton et al 2008: p.s21, photo by Evan Parsell). 
 

Soil  

Baux ite Layer  

Ironstone Layer 
(Aquifer 1 - Springs) 

Clay Layer  

Sandstone Layer  
(Aquifer 2 – Base flows) 
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Figure 6: Cross section of the bauxite plateau adjoining the Coolibah Spring Complex, though without illustration of the 

clay layer and sandstone layer. Note the position of the ironstone layer about 15m below the general height of the 
plateau – this is consistent with the location of the heads of the springs on the margins of the plateau (Source: Cape 

Alumina Pty Ltd 2009d). 
 
MWA Environmental argue that the 5-10 metre thick ironstone layer aquifer is recharged in the 
Wet season, with the water table lowering in the Dry as the water seeps out through the heads of 
the springs. In addition, they assert that the saprolitic material beneath the sandstone also exhibits 
moisture, which is likely sourced through complex filtration via the bauxite plateau, and distributed 
more widely as baseflow to Ling Creek and the Wenlock River. It is possible that this second, 
lower aquifer is recharged via fractures and cracks in the clay layer, as observed by Schaap 
(1990: p.1971).  
 
A major function of the bauxite layer is therefore its ability to reduce surface water run-off and 
allow enough storage of water in the ironstone layer to be released through the Coolibah Springs 
Complex and in turn to the Wenlock River in the Dry season. Modelling by MWA Environmental 
supports this notion, and shows temporal patterns of flow would be changed by at least a factor of 
two in the Wet season and a factor of three in the Dry season (Max Winders pers. comm. May 
2009). Given the fragility of the spring ecosystems (see Fell 2009: p.29), this sort of abrupt change 
would likely be significant. Similarly, the Dry season flows emanating from the springs and Ling 
Creek and flowing into the Wenlock River are vital to maintaining the unique ecology of this river 
system and would be disrupted by strip mining activities.  
 
TWS has confirmed the observation of MWA Environmental through a site visit to Bluebottle 
Spring, Tentacle Spring and Oasis Spring on 26 May 2009. Outcrops of ironstone were found at 
the head of all of the springs, and in Tentacle and Oasis Springs water flowing over the generally 
impermeable clay layer was clearly observed, as the following photos demonstrate. The ironstone 
in all cases is clearly porous, with multiple pores with a 3-5mm radius.  
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Figure 7 : An ironstone outcrop at the head of Tentacle Spring. The lens cap shows the scale here – note the pores 

throughout the ironstone. Photo: Glenn Walker 
 

 
Figure 8 : Bubbles emanating from the ironstone layer at Pitcher Plant Spring (not inspected by TWS but illustrative of 

the role of the ironstone layer). Photo: Barry Lyon 
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Figure 9 : Water flowing over the clay layer (left in the photo) into Tentacle Spring, about 40 metres downstream from the 

head of the spring. The white material underneath the tree roots is the clay  Photo: Glenn Walker 
 
5.1.5 Lack of evidence to support claims by Cape Al umina 
 
Cape Alumina has claimed that there is no connection between the bauxite and the springs (Cape 
Alumina Pty Ltd 2009; Cape Alumina Pty Ltd 2009b). In March 2009 the company released interim 
results for their groundwater study on the bauxite plateau to support this (Cape Alumina Pty Ltd 
2009c). The company established monitoring bores at six sites and claim they have discovered 
that the bauxite layer was dry and that the source of the spring water was solely from the 
sandstone layer aquifer beneath the “impermeable” clay layer. This profoundly contradicts the 
opinions of experts in the field and the clear field observations outlined above. 
 
According to Professor Henry Nix and Professor Ian White (pers. comm. May 2009), these bore 
data alone offer no basis for determining the hydrology of the system. In other words, far too much 
has been assumed from just six bore sites. Monitoring pressure surfaces of subterranean water as 
well as total ionic properties of water in the springs, regolith and groundwater at various points 
across seasons is recommended to gain better understanding of this system. The ionic properties 
of the water in particular would demonstrate the “signatures” of the various regolith layers, thereby 
determining the path of the water.  
 
TWS understands that Cape Alumina claims that the source of the water for the aquifer beneath 
the clay layer and ultimately the springs are Melaleauca “sinkholes” or seasonal wetlands in the 
bauxite plateau. However, it appears that the source of the water flowing into the sinkholes is 
water draining from the bauxite, but that the height difference between the base of the sinkholes 
and the spring heads is low relative to the distance from the springs and that these features, 
together with their comparatively small footprints, make it unlikely that they are a significant source 
of water for the springs (Max Winders pers. comm..May 2009). There are also no Melaleuca 
wetlands/sinkholes in the vicinity of most of the springs in the Coolibah Springs Complex. 
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Importantly, Cape Alumina appears to have changed their position on the hydrology of the springs 
with the prospect that the mine will be stopped or severely scaled down in order to protect these 
features. In their EPBC referral document they state that: “Surface water features on the Site are 
scarce, bauxite deposits are traditionally very porous, consequently water moves through the 
ground and the underlying ironstone to emerge in creeks, springs and other drainage lines at the 
margins of bauxite deposits” (Cape Alumina Pty Ltd 2007: p.9). This is broadly consistent with the 
findings of MWA Environmental. 
 
However these earlier comments clearly contradict their new position that “the bauxite layer is 
separated from ‘the aquifer’, which is the source of the spring water, by a thick clay barrier“ (Cape 
Alumina Pty Ltd 2009). In the same “Fact Sheet”, Cape Alumina also claim that “the springs are 
not unique” and that the “springs within the project area do no support baseflow to the Wenlock 
River” – comments that directly contradict the findings and views of experts in the field (see Fell 
2009; Lyon and Franklin 2009; Wannan 2008; and Prof. Henry Nix and Prof Ian White pers. comm. 
May 2009), the recent findings described above by MWA Environmental, and recent observations 
by TWS as described above. 
 
It is also instructive that Cape Alumina has recently changed the name of the project from the 
“Wenlock Bauxite Project” (Cape Alumina Pty Ltd 2007b) to “Pisolite Hills Project”, conveniently 
disposing of the reference to the Wenlock River. 
 
5.1.6 Consistency with approach to Embley Range Agg regation 
 
Similar characteristics to the Coolibah Springs Complex have been recognised in the Embley 
Range Aggregation and mapped accordingly. The Embley Range is essentially a relic lateritic 
plateau, once connected to the larger plateaus located about 100km to the west, but fragmented 
by erosion and landscape evolution (DEWHA 2009b). Many springs emanate from the east, west 
and north of the plateau, so therefore share comparable ecological function to the Coolibah 
Springs Complex. However in this case, the entire plateau and surrounding landscape are 
deservedly mapped as a High Preservation Area. 
 
Inclusion of the Embley Range in the High Preservation Area is justified and supported by TWS. 
The Government must demonstrate a consistent approach and map the Coolibah Springs 
Complex similar to the Embley Range Aggregation. 
 
Recommendation 2: 
 
Extend the boundaries of the Coolibah Springs Complex High Preservation Area to incorporate the 
adjacent bauxite plateau, right up to the boundaries of the Wenlock River Basin, as roughly 
demonstrated in the following image. 
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Figure 10: New proposed boundaries for the High Preservation Area of the Coolibah Springs Complex. The Wenlock 
River, Bluebottle Spring and basin boundary are marked here to provide orientation. (Source: Adapted from Google 

Earth - with HPA layer supplied by DERM). 
 
5.2 Issue: Protection of the Port Musgrave Wetlands   
 
The Port Musgrave Wetlands are listed on the Directory of Important Wetlands of Australia and are 
recognised as one of the most diverse and least fragmented natural wetland aggregations in 
Australia (DEWHA 2009). The stand-out ecological features of these wetlands include the large 
mangrove forests, populations of the rare Nypa Palm and one of Cape York’s most significant 
Saltwater Crocodile habitats. The wetlands also include about 4 800 hectares of seagrass beds in 
the shallow waters of Port Musgrave. 
 
TWS strongly supports the extensive High Preservation Area mapping of the Port Musgrave 
Wetlands to maintain these wild river values. 
 
Recommendation 3: 
 
Maintain the current boundaries of the High Preservation Area for the Port Musgrave Wetlands. 
 
5.3 Issue: Protection of the Embley Range Aggregati on  
 
The Embley Range Aggregation is an important wetlands and springs complex, associated with a 
relic laterite plateau. Listed on the Register of National Estate (as “Indicative Place”), this little 
studied area likely contains a wealth of unique flora and fauna associated with the springs, 
wetlands and streams (DEWHA 2009b). The hydro-ecological linkages between the range and the 
Wenlock River are clearly strong.  
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We strongly support the extensive High Preservation Area mapping of the Embley Range 
Aggregation, given its recognised values and complex and important interactions with the Wenlock 
River downstream. 
 
Recommendation 4: 
 
Maintain the current boundaries of the High Preservation Area for the Embley Range Aggregation. 
 
5.4 Issue: Additional features currently afforded l ittle protection   
 
Some waterholes and important stream headwaters in the east of the basin have not been 
afforded the protection they deserve. These two types of features are fundamental to the hydro-
ecology of the Wenlock River Basin and are likely to be highly valued as cultural assets by local 
Traditional Owners and other landholders. They should all be protected as High Preservation 
Areas. Professor Henry Nix and Professor Ian White have stressed the importance of protecting 
these features (pers. comm.. May 2009). 
 
Specifically, waterholes are a critical refuge for aquatic flora and fauna in the Dry season, 
particularly juvenile fish. Many of the waterholes in the basin appear to be paleo-channels of the 
Wenlock River and its major tributaries and are close to the existing channel. This means the 
majority already fall within the High Preservation Area. However, TWS has analysed the basin 
using Google Earth and have identified the following waterholes (and coordinates) which should 
also be protected within the High Preservation Area: 
 
Waterhole 1: 13° 3'44.03"S, 142°52'37.90"E 
Waterhole 2: 13° 3'12.06"S, 142°52'42.17"E 
Waterhole 3: 12°56'23.19"S, 142°31'16.52"E 
Waterhole 4: 12°31'15.18"S, 142°23'29.15"E 
Waterhole 5: 12°26'27.12"S, 142°36'24.34"E 
Waterhole 6: 12°33'39.64"S, 142°43'8.38"E 
Waterhole 7: 12°37'5.63"S, 142°46'49.07"E 
Waterhole 8: 12°41'41.45"S, 142°48'10.86"E 
 
In addition, the following important headwaters have been identified in particular for providing 
critical Dry season flows into the Wenlock River and thereby base flows of the Wenlock River, as 
well as likely fish spawning habitat: 
 
Headwaters 1: Above Dry Creek 
Headwaters 2: Above Sefton Creek 
Headwaters 3: Above Wenlock River 
Headwaters 4: Above Cox Creek 
 
The following image shows the general locations of these important features. 
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Figure 11: Additional features that should be protected within the High Preservation Area (Source: Adapted from Google 

Earth - with HPA layer supplied by DERM). 
 
Recommendation 5: 
 
Extend the High Preservation Areas to include the important waterholes and headwaters not 
currently protected in the declaration proposal. 
 
5.5 Issue: Water extraction for Cape Alumina mine 
 
Cape Alumina is seeking to extract 6 000 ML per annum directly from the Wenlock River for their 
proposed bauxite mine. In August 2008, the company lodged for a water license of 2 000 ML per 
annum through the then Department of Natural Resources and Water (DNRW) – the maximum 
allowed under the current water moratorium on Cape York Peninsula (DERM 2009b). However the 
Department was unable to process the license as the proposed extraction point from the river was 
within the tidal zone. Due to the definition of a “watercourse” in the Water Act 2000, DNRW 
determined that the application was outside of its jurisdiction (DNRWb 2008). 
 
TWS understands that the licence will now be assessed as part of Cape Alumina’s Environmental 
Impact Statement, but the water license cannot be formally controlled by the Wenlock River 
declaration. 
 
This is an unacceptable situation given the potential impact of the water extraction on wild river 
values. These impacts are explored briefly below. 
 
5.5.1 Potential impact of water extraction 
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The Wenlock River is a highly variable system. The only data available on the Wenlock is one 
gauging station at the Moreton Telegraph Station. The modelling used by Cape Alumina (see 
Geoaxiom Pty Ltd 2008) to determine both the flow regimes of the Wenlock River and the 
extraction rate for the water licence is based on incomplete data and does not account for the 
extreme temporal and spatial variability of the system. 
 
Specifically, the AWBM model used by Cape Alumina to simulate flows has not been properly 
calibrated for the monsoonal, tropical river systems of Northern Australia. The model is based on 
data primarily from catchments in southern Australia. In addition, the model builds in rainfall data 
to extrapolate a whole-of-catchment water balance figure of 3.1 million ML per annum for flows, 
and uses this figure to argue that the 6 000 ML per annum that Cape Alumina requires is a tiny 
fraction of average flows. 
 
Firstly, what is relevant here is in-stream flow data, not the whole-of-catchment water balance. 
Cape Alumina plan to extract directly from the Wenlock River, so any modelling of impacts must 
instead use the in-stream flow data, as this is where the greatest ecological impacts are likely to 
occur. 
 
Secondly, average annual flow statistics are highly misleading for this river system, as the 
following charts demonstrate. 
 

Yearly Variability of Wenlock River (@ Moreton Gaug ing Station)
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Chart 1 : The months have been averaged for all recorded flow data, excluding months with no data. This shows that 
eight months of the year experience very low in-stream flows and that the annual statistics are skewed by the peak 

events over the four wet months (Source: DERM 2009) 
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Annual Variability of Wenlock River (@ Moreton Guaging Station)
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Chart 2 : This chart excludes years where there was data missing for more than one month. This shows that annual 

statistics used to predict flow regimes seriously mask the strong yearly variability of flows (Source: DERM 2009) 
  
This flaw in the modelling used to justify extraction rates for the Cape Alumina water licence is 
illustrated through a quick analysis of the proposed minimum threshold for pumping water of 21 
ML per day (see Geoaxiom Pty Ltd 2008). This rate is not at all ecologically based and merely 
equates to just above the required mine water supply rate at 240 L per second. That is, at the 
minimum threshold, almost all of the water from the channel would be taken: 100% of flows. This 
is clearly a highly unacceptable proposition. 
 
To further illustrate this major deficiency in the license application, in the months of September, 
October and November, estimated stream flows at the point of pumping are around 5 850 ML per 
month1. This equates to a flow rate of 2 150 L per second. So at the proposed pumping rate of 230 
L per second in these months, 10% of in-stream flows could feasibly be extracted. Furthermore, 
even these monthly averages can mask the periods where flows are considerably lower, and 
upwards of 20%-30% of river flows could be extracted. 
 
Certainly the use of these sorts of statistics in the little understood tropical river systems of 
Northern Australia have been seriously questioned by leading river ecologists (Hamilton and 
Gehrke 2005; Prof. Henry Nix pers. comm. May 2009). 
 
Scientists have also shown that in-stream pools provide critical dry-season refuges for fish and 
stream channels are, unsurprisingly, the primary pathway for movement between refuges (Eskin et 
al 2005). The proposed extraction rate and water take is likely to affect these refuges and channel 
movement due to the high percentage of extraction in the dry season. 
 
The evidence clearly suggests that the data supporting Cape Alumina’s water license application 
is severely deficient, as the key ecological processes of the Wenlock River have been ignored in 
favour of a general, inappropriate water model. It also suggests that the ecological impacts of this 
water extraction are likely to be serious. 
 
Recommendation 6: 
 
That Cape Alumina’s water extraction plan is rejected outright.  

                                                
1 The average for these months, based on stream flow data at Moreton Station, is about 4500ML/month. Extrapolating a 
130% increase in flows, as used in calculations in the Geoaxiom report, arrives at the estimated figure of 
5850ML/month. 
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5.6 Issue: Special Agreement Acts and Rio Tinto Alc an’s exemptions 
 
Rio Tinto Alcan’s bauxite mining operations on Cape York are covered by two Special Agreement 
Acts (The Alcan Queensland Pty Special Agreement Act 1965 and Commonwealth Aluminium 
Corporation Pty. Limited Agreement Act 1957). These two Acts gives Rio Tinto Alcan access to up 
to 80% of the water from the Wenlock River and other water sources (including groundwater) in 
the vicinity of the bauxite field, including outside of their Mining Lease area. It also allows them to 
build dams and other water infrastructure without the normal environmental approvals process. Of 
grave concern are the implications of this archaic legislation on the health of the Wenlock River. 
 
Currently, section 17 of the Wild Rivers Act 2005 and section 383 of the Mineral Resources Act 
1989 maintain these privileges. This means that the Wenlock River may be declared as a Wild 
River, but Rio Tinto Alcan could still cause very serious damage to the wild river values of the 
Wenlock River through water extraction and the construction of dams. This is an untenable 
situation given the Government’s commitment to protect the Wenlock River and adhere to the 
National Water Initiative. The current, and environmentally sound, policy of the Government should 
take precedence over this outmoded entitlement. 
 
TWS understands that Rio Tinto Alcan wishes to secure a 90 000 ML per annum allocation in the 
Wild River declaration of the Wenlock River. This equates to about 2.5% of mean annual flow, and 
to put this volume of water into context, broadly compares to Brisbane’s total drinking water 
consumption under the current water management regime.  
 
Our assessment of Rio Tinto Alcan’s current water usage in its bauxite mining operations and the 
potential environmental impacts of extracting this much water, indicates it is simply not justified, is 
irresponsible, and in fact is impractical. Our reasons are outlined below. 
 
5.6.1 Water extraction rates and implications 
 
The claim that 90 000 ML per annum will be required for use in the Wenlock River region implies 
that a bauxite benefication plant will be built on site, presumably north of the main river channel, as 
there is already a plant at the Andoom mine within reasonable distance for the deposits south of 
the Wenlock.  
 
In 2007, Rio Tinto withdrew 19 553 ML per annum of freshwater for their entire Cape York 
operations (Rio Tinto Alcan 2007: p.16). TWS understands that for the Weipa Peninsula mine most 
of the water used for processing is sourced from a number of sub-artesian bores (15-20) covering 
a large area, while the Andoom mine relies largely on water sourced from a dam on Sunrise 
Creek. 
 
But how will Rio Tinto access water for a future Wenlock River region mine? Their options are 
explored below: 
 

1) Extracting groundwater, as per Weipa mine operations 
 

TWS understands the Wenlock River region does not have the same readily available 
source of sub-artesian water as the Weipa plateau. In addition, there are no reserves 
available from the Great Artesian Basin (GAB) for the Cape York Peninsula region. It is 
unclear as to whether the Special Agreement Acts cover the GAB, but the GAB is not 
covered by the Wild Rivers Act 2005 so any allocation out of this aquifer would not be 
via the Wenlock River declaration.  

 
2) Extracting water directly from the Wenlock 
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This would be an obvious choice for water harvesting in this area as there are no 
significant tributaries to the north of the Wenlock within Rio Tinto Alcan’s lease, and this 
is the same method Cape Alumina is seeking to employ. However a quick analysis of 
stream data on the Wenlock shows that the rate of take is virtually impossible.  
 
There is only one functional water gauging station on the Wenlock River at Moreton 
station by the Peninsula Development Road, but from this we can extrapolate out the 
average monthly flows for the Wenlock River by the Rio Tinto Alcan lease. This is done 
by multiplying the Moreton Station figures by 140% - while this is very rough, it reflects 
a similar method adopted by Cape Alumina (it multiplied by the stream gauge values by 
130% in their water balance analysis – see Geoaxiom Pty Ltd 2007: p.2).  
 
Using this method, for the months of August – November, the extraction rate would 
exceed in-stream flows, while in June – August this rate could equate to 20-80% of 
flows. In other words, it is impossible for Rio Tinto Alcan to extract this much water 
directly from the river all year round. 
 
If Rio Tinto Alcan could manage to extract all of the required water during the wet 
season (which would be high risk) they would require a significant off stream storage 
dam. Cape Alumina’s water and climate study suggested that any storage dam should 
have a capacity of at least one third of the annual water use (Geoaxiom Pty Ltd: p.79), 
so total storage would need to be at least 30 000 ML. Assuming a maximum depth of 
14 meters (as per Cape Alumina storage dam, see Geoaxiom Pty Ltd: p.4), the size of 
the dam would be equivalent to 1 by 2 kilometres in area.  
 
It should be noted here that using salt water for washing bauxite adds significant 
additional economic constraints to further processing (and therefore the value of the 
bauxite). This is because the salt causes unwanted chemical reactions in processing, 
so has to be removed using caustic soda. The cost of caustic soda is a key 
consideration in short term mine planning. In other words, extracting water directly from 
the Wenlock in the tidal zone may not stack up economically. 
 

3) Extracting water directly from waterholes 
 
There are no waterholes large enough in or near Rio Tinto Alcan’s mining lease over 
the Wenlock River Basin even close to big enough to support this sort of water 
extraction rate. 
 

4)  In-stream dam to harvest water 
 

There are no viable dam sites with sufficient yield in or near the Rio Tinto Alcan mining 
lease over the Wenlock River Basin. This is not an option. 

 
5) Off-stream harvesting of flood water 

 
The bauxite plateau is a highly permeable layer, meaning water does not readily travel 
laterally across the landscape in this area. This means the option to harvest overland 
flows is limited, particularly to the tune of 90 000 ML a year. 
 

6) Transporting the water from elsewhere 
 

Transporting the water overland is a highly uneconomic option, particularly when the 
company has the mining facilities at Weipa to process the bauxite. To give an idea of 
just how much water this is per day, it would require about 1300 bauxite haul trucks 
(190 tonne each) full of water per day. 
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A large water pipe into the area may be an option. However it is likely the same water 
availability constraints apply throughout the Wenlock River Basin and this sort of 
infrastructure would of course prove expensive. It may be cheaper for Rio Tinto Alcan 
to truck the bauxite all the way to the Andoom mine for processing. 

 
It is clear from this analysis that 90 000 ML per year is a wide ambit claim with no justifiable basis 
– it would very difficult for Rio Tinto Alcan to obtain this amount of water from this region and if 
they did, it would be highly detrimental to the environment. This also shows that water is a key 
constraint to mining activities north of the Wenlock River. 
 
In addition to all of this, one would expect that Rio Tinto Alcan would not be looking to exploit the 
Wenlock River bauxite deposits until at least another 15-20 years, given the recent moves to 
expand operations south of the Embley River. By this time, the resource from the Weipa Peninsula 
and Andoom mines will have exhausted, meaning that the processing facilities and water could be 
available to process the Wenlock bauxite. 
 
5.6.2 Bauxite extraction rate and implications 
 
In 2007, Rio Tinto Alcan withdrew 1 100 L of freshwater per tonne of bauxite extracted for their 
entire operations on Cape York (Rio Tinto Alcan 2007; p.14). Withdrawing water at a rate of 90 
000 ML per annum from the Wenlock River basin alone would therefore equate to an extraction 
rate of 90 million tonnes per annum. This is five times the current extraction rate for the Weipa 
Peninsula and Andoom mines combined.  
 
Such a hugely accelerated production rate would require an enormous amount of additional 
capital, infrastructure and labour to operate. This production rate would also mean that Rio Tinto 
Alcan would be clearing land at a rate of about 7 500 hectares a year for this area2.  
 
Furthermore, between the Wenlock and Ducie rivers, there is a bauxite plateau of roughly 60 000 
hectares. This is presumably the area that Rio Tinto Alcan claims they will need 90 000 ML to 
operate, as south of the Wenlock is the Andoom mine where there is an established source of 
water. At the presumed rate of production, the region would be totally cleared within just 8 years, 
leaving the entire landscape devoid of the tall Eucalyptus tetradonta forest and in an extremely 
poor ecological state. 
 
Transport of the bauxite for export is also an issue. It would be required to be transported to Weipa 
or shipped off directly via a port facility in Port Musgrave. In both cases the economic constraints 
and environmental impacts are significant. Of particular relevance to the declaration proposal, a 
port, new ore carrying ships and the labour to operate the infrastructure would be a costly 
duplication of facilities in Weipa, while the dredging of Port Musgrave would seriously threaten this 
fragile ecosystem and critical habitat for threatened species such as the Freshwater Sawfish and 
Spear-tooth Shark. 
 
Recommendation 7: 
 
Reform the nature of the water entitlements held by Rio Tinto Alcan in line with the National Water 
Initiative and the declaration. This includes ensuring that: 

·  The section 17 exemption clause from the Wild Rivers Act 2005 for special agreement acts 
is removed; 

·  The total of all water reserves for the Wenlock River Basin does not exceed 33 000 ML, or 
1% of mean annual flow, and that these reserves be allocated equitably throughout the 
Basin; 

                                                
2 The figure of 1,465 hectares per tonne of bauxite in 2007 is quoted in Rio Tinto Alcan 2007: p.14. Multiplying this by 
five gives this estimate figure. 
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·  Strict licensing provisions apply to any future water extraction, as per section 5.10 of this 
submission.  

 
5.7 Issue: No exemptions for other mining companies   
 
TWS has been contacted by a representative from Seco Resource Finance. This company has a 
mining exploration permit over the Wenlock River near the Chuulangun homeland community and 
Northern Kaanju (Wenlock and Pascoe Rivers) Indigenous Protected Area. We understand the 
company is seeking an exemption to the Wenlock River Declaration, in order to allow future mining 
of gold close within the proposed High Preservation Area of the river. TWS strongly opposes any 
exemptions for Seco Resource Finance, as well as any other mining company. All sectors should 
have to adhere to the declaration. 
 
Recommendation 8: 
 
Ensure there are no exemptions at all for other mining companies. 
 
5.8 Issue: Major deficiency in the protection of no minated waterways 
 
Currently, applications can be made for the construction of dams and weirs on nominated 
waterways. This is a serious problem that undermines both the 2004 Wild Rivers policy 
commitment to protect wild rivers from dams and weirs and the purpose of the Wild Rivers Act 
2005 (also argued by Prof. Henry Nix pers. comm. May 2009). 
 
The problems stems from the 2006 amendments to the Wild Rivers Act 2005. The amendments 
changed the definition of waterways to specify nominated waterways, thereby reducing the amount 
of tributaries captured in the mapping process. 
 
In this change of waterway definition and mapping, nominated waterways were afforded protection 
from the excavation, the removal of riparian vegetation, and stream diversion or realignment under 
the Water Act 2000 (s244(4), s966A(2b)), but not from dams and weirs. That is, one could now 
cause serious damage to natural flows of a wild river tributary by the construction of a dam or weir, 
while other activities that may have similar or less impact are prohibited. This is a serious 
inconsistency and is also reflected in the Fisheries Act 1994 (s76DA).  
 
Recommendation 9: 
 
Amend the declaration proposals, Wild Rivers Code, Water Act 2000 and Fisheries Act 1994 to 
specify that waterway barrier works are prohibited in nominated waterways. 
 
5.9 Issue: No volumetric limit to taking overland f low 
 
Hydrologic processes, or natural water flows, are key natural values that determine the status and 
health of a wild river according to the existing criteria used by DERM. A fundamental purpose of 
the Wild Rivers Act 2005 and Wenlock declaration proposal is to maintain this important ecological 
function. 
 
The alteration of natural flows can occur in four ways. The first is in-stream dams and weirs, which 
regulate flows for diversion downstream for pumps and channels. Second, water can be pumped 
directly from the river. Thirdly, the drawdown of groundwater in connected systems can affect 
surface water flows. Finally, storages and levees built on floodplains or other areas of flow capture 
affect natural flow paths across a river basin.  
 
This fourth method of altering the natural flows of a river basin is an area insufficiently covered by 
the declaration proposals and Wild Rivers Code.  
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While regulating the scale and configuration of works interfering with overland flow is the role of 
the Wild Rivers Code and Water Act 2000 and Integrated Planning Act 1997, there is no 
mechanism that limits the volumetric take in the basin of overland flow in the declaration 
proposals. This is a flaw in the declaration proposals as the cumulative impact and alteration of 
natural flows from multiple overland flow works could be significant.  
 
In addition, the Wild Rivers Code allows the construction of levees up to 200m long within a High 
Preservation Area (with a 200m setback from the main watercourse). This still allows for 
significant, flow-impeding structures to be built in these important zones. Combined with the lack of 
a volumetric limit for the take of overland flow, the cumulative impacts of these sorts of works 
could potentially be substantial. 
 
In the absence of any substantial data to be able to measure these sorts of impacts, the 
Government must adopt the precautionary principle to ensure hydrologic processes are protected. 
In other areas in Queensland, the volumetric limit for overland flow is regulated by a water 
resource plan (eg. Calliope Basin, Fitzroy Basin). Given the absence of a water resource plan for 
this area, it is critical that the wild river declarations ensure overland flow is adequately managed. 
A wild river declaration should offer higher protection than a water resource plan. 
 
This is particularly important for the monsoonal river systems of Cape York Peninsula, where the 
maintenance of river and floodplain flows can be reduced to a small trickle in the dry season, 
exacerbating the impact of off-stream storages. 
 
Recommendation 10: 
 
That in order to adhere to the precautionary principle, the proposed water reserves in the 
declaration proposals include water extracted by overland flow works and the allowable levee bank 
size in the Wild Rivers Code (Part 6) is reduced to 50m. 
 
5.10 Issue: Conditioning water licenses in wild riv er areas 
 
The tropical rivers of Cape York Peninsula are highly variable systems, influenced by an equally 
variable rainfall pattern. Reliable stream data in this area is inadequate, making judgements on the 
appropriate conditions for water licences difficult. The Wenlock River Basin has just one active 
stream gauge at Moreton Station. 
 
TWS understands that current Government policy in a wild river area is to limit consumptive water 
reserves to less than 1% of mean annual discharge of the river basin (what is known as the “rule 
of thumb” method), with the intent on maintaining natural river flows. 
 
While this figure may appear conservative, there are dangerous assumptions in this policy. Firstly, 
mean annual discharge is a very poor predictor of flows in the river systems of Cape York 
Peninsula. This figure masks the high inter and intra-annual variability of flows. That is, most of the 
recorded flows are from peak flood events in the months of December-March, and the strength of 
these events vary greatly between years.  
 
April-November in Cape York is the dry season where river flows can be reduced to a mere trickle 
and waterholes, spring, lakes and in-stream pools become critical refugia for life. So for most of 
the year river flows are in fact well below the annual average, as this figure is severely skewed by 
the peak flood events. Extracting even small amounts of water from these sources during these 
months can have a significant ecological impact. 
 
Secondly, local ecological conditions can vary greatly across any given river basin. Mean annual 
flow statistics are often calculated as a whole-of-catchment water balance, including overland flow. 
If water is to be extracted directly from the stream, this sort of statistic can greatly skew the 
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analysis, as local in-stream conditions and flow regimes can be greatly affected if pumping rates 
are too fast, particularly in the drier months. 
 
Certainly the use of crude mean and median statistics in the little understood tropical river systems 
of Northern Australia have been seriously questioned by leading river ecologists (see Hamilton 
and Gehrke 2005; Smith et al 2006; also Prof. Henry Nix pers. comm. May 2009). These sorts of 
issues were also raised in a key study of the surface water resources of Cape York (Horn 1995). 
 
Recommendation 11: 
 
The water licence conditions for releasing unallocated water should be akin, but not limited to, the 
conditions detailed in the Water Resource (Gulf) Plan 2007, an area of similar ecological 
conditions to Cape York. This should include the following: 
 
·  Detailed local surveys and plans to ensure the license is catered to the local conditions and 

ecological requirements 
·  No, or very strict allowance for water extraction in dry months, when the integrity of water 

refugia is critical to the ongoing survival of a range of flora and fauna; cease to pump thresholds 
on water harvesting licences should be based on protecting refugia during the dry season 

·  The ‘ multiple wetting’ and ‘habitat diversity threshold’ approaches (see Smith et el 2006: 
pp.236-244) 

·  Consideration of the impact on: in-stream water levels; the natural movement of sediment; the 
bed and banks of a watercourse or lake; riparian vegetation; habitat for native plants and 
animals; movement of fish and other aquatic species; cultural and ecological values of the 
watercourse, waterhole, lake or spring. 

·  Land and Water Management Plans for any new license 
 
5.11 Issue: Indigenous Wild River Ranger program  
 
Wild River declarations are only as good as the protection and management measures that 
support them. 
 
The Indigenous Wild River Ranger program is an excellent complementary initiative to the 
protection of these the Wenlock River Basin and other Cape York river systems as it delivers on 
basin management objectives, recognition of Traditional Ownership, and employment creation in a 
job-constrained region. It shows that Indigenous development and conservation can and should go 
hand in hand on Cape York. 
 
It is critical that Indigenous people on Cape York play a stronger leading role in the conservation 
and management of these important natural and cultural assets, as the rightful custodians of the 
land. 
 
Recommendation 12: 
 
Recognising that the Government has committed to creating 100 Indigenous Wild River Ranger 
jobs, ensure that the program receives an additional funding of $6 million in the 2009/2010 
financial year (totalling $9 million when calculating current positions). This would allow the 
additional 40 rangers to begin work by the end of 2009. The full suite of 100 rangers should be 
employed by the end of 2010. The Archer, Stewart, Lockhart and Wenlock River Basins should be 
the priority for placements on this next round of ranger positions. 
 
A Ranger coordinator, for ranger intiatives at the property level, or potentially at basin scale, 
should be a central part of the initiative. They are critical to building a successful program. 
Allocation of ranger positions should also include a coordinator or ranger-in-charge in each 
community.  
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5.12 Issue: Recognition of Indigenous heritage 
 
TWS has argued consistently for recognition of the rights and interests of Indigenous Traditional 
Owners in Wild River protection and management. We strongly supported the amendment to the 
Wild Rivers Act 2005 to formally recognise native title rights, and congratulate the Government on 
the substantial progress made in the delivery of the Indigenous Wild River Ranger program. 
 
The commitment to, and method of, consultation with Indigenous communities and Traditional 
Owners has also significantly improved adding to an increasing acceptance of the wild river 
initiative. 
 
However, as stated in previous Wild Rivers submissions from TWS, the proposed declarations do 
not explicitly recognise Indigenous cultural values, and could give much better consideration to 
heritage protection and contemporary cultural activities. While it could be argued that the 
preservation of the natural values of a wild river area is likely to be closely aligned with the 
preservation of cultural heritage, there is little formal recognition of these values in the Wild River 
initiative. 
 
The Indigenous Wild River Ranger Program is beginning to address this deficiency by 
incorporating cultural considerations and Indigenous ecological knowledge into the protection and 
management of wild rivers. However, there is no overarching, coordinated plan for each wild river 
basin to ensure the natural and cultural values of the area are properly identified at local scale, 
protected and managed. Doing so would empower Traditional Owners at the level at which 
management and governance (including consent) take place. 
 
Recommendation 13: 
 
That an Indigenous Natural and Cultural Resource Management Plan (INCRMP) for the Wenlock 
River Basin be developed collaboratively with Traditional Owners and others in the basin. This will 
enable the most effective use of the resources needed to support the declaration and guide 
implementation by land managers and the Indigenous Wild River Rangers. 
 
The management plan should include the intent that the basin “is to managed as far a practicable 
in a way consistent with any Aboriginal tradition or custom for the area”. An INCRMP should cover 
at least: 
 
·  Maintenance of cultural knowledge and practices 
·  Protection of places of cultural significance 
·  Protection of Aboriginal cultural material 
·  Preventing destruction of overuse of flora and fauna, wetlands and waterways 
·  Sea Country connections 
·  Protection of intellectual and cultural property 
·  Natural resource management for cultural and economic use 
·  Capacity building and conservation and land management training 
 
5.13 Issue: Public promotion and education of Wild River declarations 
 
Wild Rivers is a positive conservation initiative that should be widely promoted throughout 
Queensland and also within the local wild river communities. This will help foster greater 
community understanding of and support for wild river protection to ensure that the natural and 
cultural values are well managed and protected into the future.  
 
Recommendation 14: 
 
That the Wild Rivers Unit and/or the Department of Environment and Resource Management be 
tasked with the development of a communications and promotions strategy, including 
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interpretative materials, in partnership with local communities, to encourage greater public 
awareness and acknowledgement of wild river protection. This could include signs along the 
Peninsula Development Road (at river crossings) and brochures promoting the natural and cultural 
values of the wild rivers and the work of the Indigenous Wild River Rangers. 
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