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Monitoring for the Murrumbidgee MER program occurs in spring
and summer each year, with four surveys conducted between
September and April. This is when wetland vegetation is growing
and animals are most active. The winter months for the MER team
is when all the data collected over the monitoring season is
collated and analysed. We aim to find out the specific responses of
our target species to the environmental watering actions of that
year and compare them to previous years. In years as wet as the
one we have just had, when environmental water might be piggybacked on already high flows, we can see the benefits of getting
water to areas which are infrequently inundated. The results are
published in reports and papers and discussed with water
managers, landholders and the broader community with the hope
of identifying what was done well and what could be improved for
future water management.
As spring gets closer we prepare for the upcoming season,
maintain equipment and ensure we have enough field crew to get
through the coming monitoring.

Welcome to Issue 12 of The Bidgee Bulletin.
In this issue we highlight the freshwater
catfish finding in the Yanco Creek, and
provide an update on rakali monitoring. We
give you an overview of waterbird breeding
in the lower Murrumbidgee wetlands and
introduce the depth logger as part of our kit
and caboodle. We finish this edition staring
William Barrett, a CEWO team member in
the Central Basin Delivery Section, based in
Canberra.
The Bidgee Bulletin is a quarterly newsletter
designed to provide updates on our
progress as we monitor the ecological
outcomes of Commonwealth environmental
water flows in the Murrumbidgee Selected
Area. The 2019-2022 program builds on the
previous five year monitoring period (20142019) and uses many of the same methods.
Cover photo: McKennas wetland, Carathool,
in the mid Murrumbidgee, April 2022

CATFISH DETECTED IN THE YANCO
We had a nice surprise during our final (April)
monitoring of the season in the Yanco Creek
when a juvenile freshwater catfish (Tandanus
tandanus) was caught in the fyke nets near
Bundure. Also known as eel-tailed catfish, they
were once widely distributed throughout the
Murray-Darling River System in NSW,
Queensland, Victoria and South Australia.
According to local anglers, they were once
common in the Yanco Creek but are now rarely
seen. Catfish are considered an Endangered
Population because there has been a large
decrease in numbers and distribution.
Juvenile freshwater catfish that was caught in the
Yanco Creek in April 2022. Photo credit: Anna
Turner

Reasons for the decline in catfish include loss of suitable habitat due to
river regulation and siltation. Cold-water pollution from water discharged
from the base of large dams and high-level weirs may also impact on
spawning cues. Competition and predation by invasive species such as
common carp and redfin perch, and a history of commercial and
recreational overfishing also significantly reduces numbers.
Freshwater catfish over 2 kg are considered to be of exceptional size,
however they have been known to grow up to 900 mm in length and
weigh 7 kg! The juvenile we caught was approximately 80 mm long. They
have a large head with four pairs of barbels surrounding their large
mouth, with thick fleshy lips. The skin is smooth with no scales. They
have a short but high first dorsal fin with a serrated spine at the front of
the fin. The second dorsal fin is continuous with the caudal and anal fins,
leading to its name the eel-tailed catfish.
Catfish are carnivorous and feed on yabbies, shrimp, molluscs, aquatic

Above and below: MER field team sorting fish
caught in fyke nets at Bundure, a wetland close to
where the catfish was caught. Photo credit: Anna
Turner

insects, and small fish. They are a non-migratory, bottom dwelling
species that are relatively sedentary with adults keeping to a 5 km home
range. They prefer clear, sluggish or still waters but have been found in
faster flowing streams. Yanco Creek has had some very high flows this
season, however, slow flowing anabranches and backwaters could
provide ideal nesting ground for the catfish.
Individuals are sexually mature at 3-5 years and spawn in spring and
summer when water temperatures are 20-24 °C. They create a nest on
the riverbed which is a circular depression 0.6-2.0 m in diameter,
constructed from pebbles and gravel. The eggs settle into the coarse
substrate and take up to seven days to hatch. The male fish remains with
the nest to fan, clean and guard the eggs. Larvae are about 7 mm long at
hatching.

Right: Lachlan setting fyke nets in the Yanco
Creek where the catfish was caught. Photo credit:
Anna Turner
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WATERBIRD BREEDING MONITORING 2021/22
The 2021/2022 season has been a prosperous one for waterbirds
across the Murrumbidgee. This was owing to the large unregulated
inflows throughout winter, into the spring (2021) and summer
months (2022), which extensively inundated areas of the Lowbidgee
Floodplain and parts of the Mid-Murrumbidgee Wetlands.
Like the previous season (2020/2021), these flows triggered
waterbird breeding events across multiple sites, allowing birds to
raise their young from small chicks (spring and early summer)
through to fledglings (late summer).
As part of the Murrumbidgee Flow MER program, monitoring
waterbird responses to flows in key wetlands, is undertaken by
Damian Michael and CSU field staff, in collaboration with Jennifer
Spencer (NSW Department of Planning of Environment), Kate
Brandis (Centre for Ecosystem Science, UNSW), and Ali Borrell
(Murray-Darling Wetland Working Group).

Extensive flooding in the northern part of Yanga
National Park during the 2021-2022 surveys
(Photo credit: Damian Michael, CSU December
2021).

Commencing in spring 2021, detailed assessments of colony sites
were conducted across the Murrumbidgee Selected Area via
ground, aerial, and drone surveys, to record estimates of total nest
numbers for each species, nesting stages, colony extent, as well as
water level measurements.
Dr Brandis said, “information from our ground monitoring was used
to support adaptive management of the flows to ensure that lowlying ibis and pelican nesting areas were not impacted by rising
water levels due to the arrival of additional high flows over the early
December 2021 to late March 2022 period”.
Overall, 14 colonial waterbird breeding species (full list below)
including egrets, herons, ibis, spoonbills, cormorants, and pelicans,
were confirmed nesting across the 29 active colony sites recorded.
This included large pelican and ibis colonies active in the Gayini
Wetlands, managed by the Nari Nari Tribal Council.

Eulimbah (Bala) ibis colony in the Gayini
Wetlands (Photo credit: Damian Michael, CSU
March 2022).

Kieeta Lake pelican colony in the Gayini
Wetlands (Photo credit: Mal Carnegie, Lake
Cowal Foundation, May 2022).

RAKALI MONITORING UPDATE
Emmalie Sanders, PhD student with the MER team, is having great
success with her Rakali monitoring. Through her research, she hopes to
determine the most effective detection method for species monitoring and
what environmental resources are important for rakali health and
occupancy. She hopes to better understand their use of space, activity and
energy expenditure across different habitats and seasons.
In early May, Emmalie was out in the field, working mostly at night, to set
Above: rakali caught on camera on top of the
floating and baited platform which Emmalie
designed and built.
Below: Rakali sitting outside of cage trap
during May monitoring.
Photo credit: Emmalie Sanders

cage traps and elliot traps aimed at capturing rakali that have been
detected on her cameras (See Issue 10 for background on the project).
Camera traps were set out at sites along the Yanco Creek for a period of
one month before the cage trapping. Cameras were set up near the waters'
edge and on floating platforms in the water. Those cameras facing the
floating platforms and then those in closest proximity to the water were the
more successful in detecting rakali. Emmalie also has a camera set on a
potential burrow, so keep an eye out for updates on that.
Cage trapping was conducted in May covering seven sites in the Yanco
Creek system, each site trapping occurred over three nights. Cage traps
have soft lining and are covered from the elements. Rakali are released
quickly after capture.
Eight individuals were captured including five males and three females.
They ranged in weight between 590-790 grams. Two were caught in traps
mounted to platforms whereas others were caught on traps set on the
bank. Trap shyness was noted with one rakali sitting in front of the trap and
returning four times without entering the trap, despite the potential of a
whole pilchard for dinner.
Emmalie will be out trapping again in late June to early July for a whole two
weeks. She will cover the Yanco Creek System from near Moulamein in the
west across to Bundure in the east. We look forward to updating you on her
success.

Above: Rakali being
released the next
morning having
been trapped in
cage trap and data
collection complete.
Rakali are released
at point of capture at
the crack of dawn.
Right: Rakali
checking out the
closed cage trap
during May
monitoring.

Photo credit:
Emmalie Sanders

KIT AND CABOODLE:
DEPTH LOGGERS
At each of the core MER wetland monitoring sites in the lower
Murrumbidgee, mid Murrumbidgee and Yanco Creek system,
there is a depth logger set up in the deepest part of the wetland.
This device (pictured here) is mounted vertically inside a PVC
pipe and sits close to the bottom of the water. There it is set to
record water pressure on an hourly basis from which we can
calculate the depth of the wetland.

HOBO' depth logger used in the MER
program.

Wetland depth is important for recording when and for how long
the wetland is inundated and we can analyse what impact this
has on vegetation, fish, frog, turtle and waterbird diversity and
abundance. This data can also be used to observe long term
trends in inundation history and the consequential booms in
wildlife diversity at these sites.
The Murrumbidgee MER field team visits all the wetland sites in
May or June each year and downloads the data off these depth
loggers. In wet years such as this, it can often be a challenge to
find the depth logger posts which, at some sites, can be
underwater.

Eva Moore, the technical officer, retrieving
the depth logger from the PVC pipe at
Darlington Point. Some are easier to find
than others. When the wetlands get really
deep, some go underwater and are found
using GPS. Photo credit: Anna Turner

GOLDEN PERCH MONITORING IN
TALA CREEK AND LAKE

Above: Adult golden perch caught via electro
fishing at Tala Lake in June 2022
Below: Tala Creek in flood, June 2022
Photo credit: Simeon Pocha- AquaSave

For the past three years, sampling for golden perch has been undertaken
at Tala Creek on the Lowbidgee floodplain by Dr Nick Whiterod, in
partnership with the Murrumbidgee MER team. Environmental water
delivery to the creek and lake led to successful spawning events during
2018-19 and 2020-21. In 2021-22 the Tala Creek system has been
frequently connected to the main river channel, which supports movement
of golden perch but also makes them harder to catch.
In June 2022, Nick's field team at AquaSave sampled a total of 12 adult
golden perch at Tala Creek and Lake. These ranged in size from 300 to
450 mm. Four of these were caught with fyke nets and the remainder were
caught via electrofishing.
The flooding of the system in 2021-22 has meant that sampling for youngof-year golden perch is like finding a needle in a haystack. Spawning could
have occurred elsewhere or more broadly across the floodplain. A
telemetry project, also in the Lowbidgee, aims to learn more about the
movement patterns of adult golden perch to better understand where they
spawn, and possibly see the differences between natural and
environmental flows.

AquaSave field officer with adult
golden perch caught in Tala
Creek during June 2022
monitoring.
Photo credit: Scott Huntley
(AquaSave)

IN FOCUS
A new segment where we
present our favourite recent
photo.
The exoskeleton of a
dragonfly, left behind after
emerging from the water.
There were hundreds of
these on trees at Rhyola, in
the Yanco Creek System,
forming trails of marching
soldiers up the tree.
April 2021.
Photo credit: Anna Turner

Map showing monitored wetlands within the Murrumbidgee zones;
lower- Murrumbidgee, mid- Murrumbidgee and Yanco Creek System

Authors: Anna Turner, Sarah Talbot, Emmalie
Sanders and Assoc. Prof Skye Wassens
The next issue of The Bidgee Bulletin is out in
winter 2022.
For more information or to join the newsletter
mailing list please visit:
https://www.csu.edu.au/research/ilws/research/e
nvironmental-water/murrumbidgee-mer

We're on social media too!
Stay up to date with our adventures on Instagram
and Twitter:

@BidgeeMER

WHO'S WHO IN THE ZOO?
This issue we discover a bit more about William Barrett, member of the
Central Basin Delivery Section of Commonwealth Environmental Water
Office.
Name: William Barrett
Organisation: Commonwealth Environmental Water Office (CEWO)
Position: Senior Delivery Officer
I studied at: Australian National University, studied Environment and
Sustainability.
In my previous job I: … did lots of different things! I’ve worked with
environmental organisations and landholders restoring native vegetation on
farms, worked in national parks controlling invasive species, worked in
environmental impact assessment, which all led me to my role in the
CEWO.

The new water year calendar for 2022/23 is out!
If you’d like a free copy, contact us and we’ll
send one out!

Food attitude: Definitely savoury over sweet.
Beverage of choice: Beer
How would you describe your work to a child? I help fill up creeks and
wetlands so that fish and birds have a place to live and be happy.
What’s the best thing about your work? To be able to contribute to
positive environmental outcomes while working with great people in
stunning places.
Your work in three words? Interesting, dynamic, rewarding.
Is your career your parents fault? Absolutely. I spent a lot of my
childhood fishing and camping, my love for the outdoors has certainly come
from my parents.
It’s now 2030, where are you? Sitting on Lake Burrinjuck in a bigger boat

The Murrumbidgee MER team would like to
acknowledge the consortium partners and local
landholders with whom we work.

than the one I own now, fishing with my family.
Flashback to 1999 – where were you then? 4 years old, growing up in
Cootamundra.
Given the chance, who would you like to be for a day? Hmmm tough
question but I would have to choose, perhaps unsurprisingly, a Murray cod
(preferably one that doesn’t get caught!). Would be cool to see a waterway
from their perspective, and show those pesky carp who’s boss.
What’s your favourite sign off? Cheers!

We respectfully acknowledge the Wiradjuri,
Nari Nari and Muthi Muthi peoples,
traditional owners of the lands on which this
publication is focused

