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Dear General Manager 

Water quality issues 

Background 
 

You may not be aware of it, but the Clarence Environment Centre (CEC) has, for the last 5 

years, been undertaking bush regeneration, and other environmental projects on Clarence 

Valley Council’s property, both to the east and west of the Shannon Creek dam. All that work 

has been undertaken using grants, over half a million dollars to date, from various 

government departments and the NSW Environmental Trust. 
 

The CEC’s work is not the only environmental programs currently being carried out on 

council’s land. EnviTE has undertaken a large contract, funded by the Environment 

Departments Saving our Species program (SOS), and there are other SOS projects aimed at 

protecting Brush-tailed Rock Wallabies, several endangered plant species, and the 

endangered Coastal Petaltail Dragonfly. 
 

As part of the “in-kind” contribution the CEC is obliged to undertake, I, as the coordinator, 

have been undertaking the weed mapping and threatened species (flora) mapping necessary to 

complete those projects. 
 

I am also a long-time member of council’s Water Efficiency Team (WET), representing the 

CEC which, combined with my work with the Centre, has given me considerable knowledge 

of the issues that are discussed below. 
 

In February 2022, Council resolved to publicly exhibit proposed changes to improve the 

Sustainable Water Controls in Clarence Valley’s Development Control Plans, a move that 

prompted the CEC to compile this document, as we believe the matters raised are integral to 

any consideration of sustainable water control. 
 

Early in 2021, the public was made aware that Council had been unable to transfer water 

from the Nymboida River to refill the regional water supply’s reservoir at Shannon Creek for 

months because of turbidity problems in the river. This was after the system had been out of 

action for months during the previous year following problems associated with the 

devastating 2019 bushfires that burned almost the entire catchment. 



For over 100 years, the Nymboida River has provided water to the Clarence Valley 

communities, of a quality that was the envy of all. Now, the installation of a very expensive 

water purification plant, costly in terms of both construction and operation, is seen as a 

necessity. So, what has gone wrong? 

 

In response to the reported turbidity problems, I compiled a list of what the Environment 

Centre believes to be the contributing factors for the Committee, in a document titled “The 

Water Quality Crisis” (copy also attached). 

However, while the matter was discussed, others felt it was outside the committee’s terms of 

reference, which is to focus on efficiency measures to lower demand for water, rather than 

looking at supply issues. Nevertheless, the CEC believes, the two cannot be separated, and 

that the ‘secure yield’, or amount of guaranteed available water, must be protected. 

 

Our Water Quality Crisis report covered the Clarence valley as a whole, and identified the 

following matters that impacted the Nymboida River, the source of our drinking water: 
 

Cattle grazing. This is a major problem with hardly 

any of the tens of thousands of kilometres of rivers, 

creeks and drainage lines in the catchment fenced to 

exclude livestock. As a result, these animals are free 

to trample and browse creek bank vegetation, 

defecate into the water and disturb soils along the 

banks so they ultimately collapse with the first 

heavy rain.  
 

The problem is further compounded by the fact that 

many of the state forests across the catchment, 

measuring over 60,000 hectares, have active 

grazing leases, and there are also herds of wild 

cattle, horses, and deer, roaming across that entire area, including in national parks and 

wilderness areas. 
 

Forest Corporation’s plantations 

 

There are huge areas, possibly thousands of hectares of plantations across the Nymboida 

River catchment, both pine and hardwood. There are absolutely no erosion control measures 

in place during harvesting of those plantations, as is clearly shown above at Clouds Creek, 

where deep rip cultivation has been carried out across drainage lines as far as the eye can see.  
 



State forest logging practices 
 

Every logging operation involves the 

construction, or reopening, of many 

kilometres of snigging tracks, such as 

that pictured at right. The catchment is 

mostly mountainous, with exceedingly 

steep slopes, and during the months of 

logging, any rainfall run-off carries that 

loose soil directly into the river system. 

It is not until after logging is finished, 

that ‘roll-overs’ are bulldozed into place 

in what is largely an ineffective gesture 

towards erosion control. 

 

In 2018 the state government undertook a “remake” of the 

Integrated Forests Operations Approval (IFOA), the rules 

governing logging operations in state forests. The following 

year, the changes, that included reduced buffer widths (no-

go areas to logging) along all rivers, creeks and drainage 

lines, and an allowance for increased logging volumes, 

including clear felling, came into effect.  
 

What is disappointing is our understanding that Council 

didn’t even make a submission against these proposals 

during the consultation period. We strongly believe that 

Clarence Valley, Bellingen and Coffs Harbour councils 

should have combined, not just to fight the proposed 

changes, but to call for a total cessation of native forest 

logging on the Dorrigo Plateau. 

 

There were other erosion issues identified in “The Water Quality Crisis”, stemming from 

council and state government decisions that have had, and are still having a seriously 

negative impact on the Clarence River’s water quality. They include: 

 

• Wake boating, which council encourages, and which has required millions of 

taxpayers’ dollars to be spent in recent years in an attempt to mitigate the on-going 

river-bank erosion it is causing. 
 

• Unregulated expansion of the intensive horticulture industry, where council and state 

government have steadfastly refused to apply and enforce regulations to prevent a 

range of environmental impacts, including water pollution 
 

• A failure to enforce strict erosion controls on large infrastructure projects such as the 

Shannon Creek dam and Pacific Highway upgrades, all of which experienced massive 

erosion and water pollution incidents. 
 

• A failure to impose adequate erosion control standards on urban development. This 

may require lobbying state government to raise those standards. 

 



Twelve months on from the delivery of the “Water Quality Crisis” report, another flood, and 

another announcement from council (5th March 2022), to the effect that: “Our drinking water 

storages at Shannon Creek Dam and Nymboida River have received a huge amount of 

dirty water over the past week. The dirty water will affect our water treatment processes 

and we unfortunately cannot be certain of the water quality”. 

 

As our report explained, supported by evidence, it is soil disturbance that causes turbidity. 

We showed water samples taken from flooded creeks in undisturbed catchments that had 

little or no turbidity, while samples from other waterways resembled cream of chicken soup. 

There is no doubt that we can take measures to improve water quality, while also conserving 

precious topsoils, and significantly improving biodiversity in the river system as a whole. 

Council needs to do more to reduce water pollution in both the Nymboida and Shannon 

Creek catchments. 

 

Efforts were made to protect the Shannon Creek dam from the threat of bushfire ash, using 

rock barriers and floating booms, but greatly underestimated the massive amounts of water, 

and the power that water generates, and all those attempts were swept away in a blink. 

  

While matters affecting water quality in the Nymboida River catchment are mostly state 

government responsibilities, that does not excuse the lack of lobbying effort that has been 

undertaken to date. Council must become far more proactive in demanding improvements, 

which should include, an end to native forest logging, something that’s not even 

commercially viable anyway, the removal of grazing leases in state forests, greater focus on 

control of feral cattle, horses etc from the catchment, and the granting of assistance to 

landholders to fence waterways to exclude livestock. 

 

However, when it comes to the Shannon Creek catchment, council is directly responsible as it 

owns much of that catchment, a significant amount of which has been leased out for cattle 

grazing ever since the dam was built more than 15 years ago. Unfortunately, two wildfires 

combined in 2017 to destroy many of the fences surrounding the Shannon Creek dam’s 500m 

buffer zone, the 2019 fires completed the job, and have not been repaired. This has allowed 

those cattle to drink, trample, paddle and defecate in the region’s drinking water ever since. 

 

The following are images of erosion on Council’s property in Shannon Creek, just upstream 

of the dam, taken earlier this year before this latest deluge, so is there any wonder that the 

dam has “received a huge amount of dirty water over the past week. 

 

  



What has happened to the precipitous slopes bordering that particular gully, or other locations 

in the Shannon Creek catchment, has yet to be determined, but the results have been clear. 

Right now, the Shannon Creek dam is a sea of muddy water which, in all likelihood, will 

render it unusable for a very long time (see below). 
 

 

Muddy water in the dam will be unusable for an extended period 

 

Large volumes are being released, presumably to prevent overflows via the spillway, causing damage to 

the $4m repair of the spillway’s calming structure, currently under way, as well as to rid the dam of silt 

(see state of downstream flow, above right). 

 

This is not an issue that can easily, or cheaply, resolved, and one that should have been 

considered when deciding to build an “off-stream storage” on a major stream, in a highly 

erodible landscape which was known to be prone to land slippage, but council needs to deal 

with what is now the reality. 

 

That problem results from a 150-year history of bad land management, through land clearing, 

over logging, excessive burning, and cattle grazing, and has to be addressed if any sort of 

decent water quality is to be maintained, so there needs to be a plan to achieve that. 



 

Right now, there is no such plan, other than 

apparently to let the mud settle to the bottom of 

the dam, then turn on the taps and suck it all out, 

allowing the sludge to flow downstream to 

further pollute the rest of the river system (see 

image at left, taken on Shannon creek just below 

the dam). 

 

This is clearly not good enough, and should not 

be allowed to continue. 

 

What can be done? 
 

As we see it, there has to be a coordinated management plan for both catchments that cover 

all aspects, including: 
 

Bushfire management. If the 2019-20 bushfires have taught us anything, it is that we 

should never allow that type of disaster to occur ever again. To achieve this, all governments 

must combine to take the necessary steps to ensure that it doesn’t.  
 

Those fires caused huge problems for water quality right across the east coast, and even now, 

over two years later, we are still suffering from the results. To compound those problems, two 

years of higher-than-average rainfall has seen unprecedented regrowth of saplings, 

particularly where the fires have killed mature trees and decimated forest canopies. That 

regrowth will pose a greatly increased fire hazard when the next drought inevitably occurs. 

 

It is important to acknowledge that we are living in a heating world, with increasing 

evaporation rates that is placing trees under extreme stress during drought like never before, 

and realise that conditions will only get progressively worse from here on. 

 

Long before catastrophic fire conditions occur, such as those experienced in late winter 2019, 

total fire bans must be in place. When the east coast of Queensland and northern NSW burst 

into flames in August of that year, many areas had yet to even introduce fire permits, much 

less fire bans, and landowners were free to drop matches right up until the inferno erupted. 

 

A long-term fire management plan has to be developed, possibly by combined state and 

federal government emergency agencies, which includes a well-resourced, professional fire-

fighting force, with rapid response capabilities, backed by the very latest equipment and 

surveillance technology.  
 

These measures need to be taken to ensure that within minutes of smoke being detected, there 

are aircraft dumping water on it, and ground crews on their way, by helicopter if need be. 

While these are not council’s direct responsibility, we believe that, in the interests of 

maintaining adequate water quality, not to mention entire ecosystems, it is council’s role, in 

partnership with other regional councils, to bring these concerns to the attention of the 

responsible government agencies. 
 

Cattle Grazing: The majority of Nymboida River catchment is made up of state forest and 

National Parks estate, much of the former leased out for grazing, and both tenures are overrun 

by feral cattle, horses, pigs and deer. Those animals need to be removed, and where there are 



cattle on private property, landowners should be required to fence off all waterways to 

prevent damage to stream banks, a major contributor to the turbidity levels currently plaguing 

our water supply. 
 

Again, in relation to the Nymboida River catchment, state government needs to be lobbied. 

However, council must consider removing livestock from those parts of “Rockview” which 

lie within the Shannon Creek dam’s catchment. 
 

We understand that council is looking to acquire more land in the catchment, specifically one 

large holding that makes up the majority of that area. Any move to progress that acquisition 

should be encouraged. 
 

Forestry activities 
 

Again, forestry is a state government responsibility, but is something that all councils should 

be concerned about, given the erosion these activities cause and the and the flow-on negative 

impacts on our drinking water quality. Given that Forests Corporation’s native forest timber 

division has been losing money consistently since 2000, it seems logical that this activity 

should cease altogether. As logging has also been shown to make forests more flammable 

<https://www.smh.com.au/environment/climate-change/logging-and-severe-fire-both-make-

forests-more-flammable-20200605-p5500y.html> , that should make lobbying to put an end 

to that activity in the Nymboida River catchment a priority for council. 
 

As far as plantations are concerned, we recommend that broad-acre harvesting be stopped 

immediately, with a change to staged strip harvesting, always conducted along the contours 

to minimise erosion. All drainage lines must be revegetated, cultivation reduced to a bare 

minimum, and best practice erosion control enforced. 
 

Agriculture and horticulture 
 

For these activities, we believe council should request Local Land Services to initiate an 

education program for all landowners, particularly those involved in cropping and intensive 

horticultural pursuits, focusing on erosion control, while enforcing best practice when 

working the land. 
 

As a pre-emptive measure, council should also follow up on its previous request to the state 

government, for a ban on minerals exploration and mining in the catchment.  
 

We sincerely hope this document is taken seriously, and welcome any queries. 

 

Yours sincerely  
John Edwards (Honorary Secretary)  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.smh.com.au/environment/climate-change/logging-and-severe-fire-both-make-forests-more-flammable-20200605-p5500y.html
https://www.smh.com.au/environment/climate-change/logging-and-severe-fire-both-make-forests-more-flammable-20200605-p5500y.html


State Forests in the Nymboida River Catchment 
 

Moonpar S.F. 2,400ha; Wild Cattle Creek S.F. 16,000ha; Ellis S.F. 9,300ha;  

Clouds Creek S.F. 9,400ha; Shae’s Knob S.F. 8,200ha; Hyland S.F. 8,700ha;  

Kangaroo River S.F. 12,000ha;  

 

 


