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Intro:
I first snorkelled Eight Mile Creek on 13th July 2003 with dive buddy Daniel Habib.  It was raining
heavily at the time but we were there to enjoy the experience and this did not bother us.  We had
both heard how stunning Eight Mile Creek was, all the way to the sea.  We parked one car at the
mouth for the return journey, and then headed off to Ewens Ponds for the start of the experience.
The following article describes what we saw on that dive, and what we have subsequently found in
pursuit of the facts.  You will find this an enlightening and possibly disturbing article…

Eight Mile Creek was so named because it is located eight miles to the east of Port MacDonnell.
It serves as the interconnection from Ewens Ponds to the sea, approx 4.4 kilometres in length from
the start of Eight Mile Creek, although most divers would only be aware of the 3.5 kilometres from
the first pond to the sea.  As such it is a critical part of the greater Ewens Ponds system, carrying
something in the order of 150 mega-litres of water to the sea each day from the Ponds (or if you
prefer, 57 Giga litres per year or 1.8 m3 per second).

Ewens Ponds consists of several freshwater ponds in series, formed by water pushing up out of
the ground in a series of springs that actually continue past the Ponds and down Eight Mile Creek
itself.  The Ponds are fairly large in size, each extending to a depth of about 9-12m, and spread
over a distance of around 300-400m, interconnected by narrow channels.

At one stage the third Pond contained a cave; today only the remnants of this remain, as I believe
it was virtually destroyed through the use of explosives used for the fishing of native freshwater
Shortfinned Eels some 30-40 years ago.

The Ponds, their interconnecting channels, and Eight Mile Creek provide an excellent location for
snorkellers and divers alike, who visit the area all year round to admire the exquisite beauty of the
site.  This beauty is provided by stunning native aquatic vegetation of various shades of greens
and yellows, intermingling with the blues of the water, the browns & whites of the mud and
limestone bottom, and the natural sunlight.

Photos:  Eight Mile Creek before dredging – above & below surface  (N.Skinner)

Visibility seems to reach infinity, as one can see as far as possible in the crystal clear waters
containing various species of fish including the protected Southern Pygmy Perch, and the
protected (and threatened) Ewens Pygmy Perch that feed on small shrimps and other
invertebrates.  The Southern Pygmy Perch can be found amongst the vegetation that grows in the
creek, as they are not strong swimmers, while the Ewens Pygmy Perch has a unique preference
for strongly flowing water.  The Ewens Pygmy Perch is only found in a very small area of the lower
South East of SA, and in the Glenelg River system.

Imagine our surprise in July last year, whilst snorkelling from Ewens Ponds down Eight Mile Creek
to the sea in heavy rain, to discover at a point about one-third to one-half of the way down, that the



stunning beauty of the creek had suddenly and dramatically turned to silty water, green from the
algae contained within it (photos available).
We were both shocked to have swum into a complete white silt-out, laden with green algae.
How could this be?

After some investigation, involving e-mails to the Dept of Environment, the EPA, and the SA
Minister (for the Environment) John Hill, who was very helpful in seeking answers on this issue
from his department(s), I learnt this was the result of "maintenance activities" conducted by the SE
Water Conservation & Drainage Board.

I learnt that during these "maintenance activities" a dredge is pulled up & down the creek for two
days until it is free of native aquatic vegetation.  The purpose of this is to decrease the resistance
to water flow, leading to a significant decrease in water level, and thus better drainage for the dairy
farms adjacent to that area.
This occurs once or twice a year, usually following telephone calls from dairy farmers who
complain their paddocks are not draining effectively, as the water level starts to rise.

Sometime after the war the area was set aside as land for use by 'Soldier Settlers', and drains
were created that ran into Eight Mile Creek, as well as directly to the sea, in order to lower the
water table so that the surrounding wetlands could be converted to dairy farmland.  In fact most of
the surrounding area consists of peat, and I recently observed that the area I was standing on
moved up and down as someone near me jumped up and down on the spot!
And around 1956, the lower section of Eight Mile Creek was widened to further improve the
drainage, through the use of large D4 Caterpillar tractors.
(I suspect the parallel lines one can see today on parts of the creek bedrock are from the blades of
those Caterpillar tractors 45 years ago.)

In order to maintain the drainage system our predecessors started the practice of the annual
dredging of Eight Mile Creek, from the Ponds to the sea, as the removal of the aquatic vegetation
allowed the water to flow significantly faster.  This results in a drop in the water level, which in turn
more effectively drains the surrounding land.
Today the dairy farms still exist, and so do the drains.  A plaque at the entrance to Ewens Ponds
marks the original water level of the area, which is approx two metres above today’s level.

To my surprise I discovered few people were even aware this had been happening; in fact I learnt
that up until about 2001 the creek was dredged all the way from the sea to the Ewens Ponds
Conservation Park boundary.

Listed 1 amongst the fish that are known to inhabit
Eight Mile Creek are Common Galaxias, Spotted
Galaxias (vulnerable), Southern Pygmy Perch
(protected & rare in SA), Variegated (Ewens)
Pygmy Perch (protected & endangered in SA),
Congolli (rare in SA), River Blackfish (protected &
endangered in SA), Shortfinned Eel (rare in SA),
Smallmouthed Hardyhead, Australian Grayling
(critically endangered in SA), Pouched Lamprey
(endangered in SA), Shorthead Lamprey
(endangered in SA), and the native freshwater
Spiny Crayfish.         Photo:  Eight Mile Creek where departs Ewens Ponds  (N.Skinner)

For those not familiar with the various levels of species endangerment, in order they go something
like this (brackets indicate sub-categories) - Uncommon, Rare, Poorly Known, Threatened
(Vulnerable, Endangered, Critically Endangered), Extinct (Extinct in the Wild, really Extinct).
(‘Protected’ is different – it just means the Government has seen fit to pass legislation to protect it.)

A comprehensive report 2 in 2002, into the health of the South Australian Marine Environment,
described Eight Mile Creek as “the only significant river in the whole region”.
It went on to state: “All of the South Australian fish species which are officially designated as 'Rare',



©Vulnerable©, ©Endangered© are freshwater species.  Since 1988 an additional 15 species have been
recorded for the State and a further 3 species have been rated as extinct (DELM 1993).” 2

And in another section says:
ªThere is an urgent need for a state-wide wetlands policy in South Australia, as has been
developed in New South Wales, Victoria and Western Australia (DELM 1993).  Wetland
management in South Australia is uncoordinated.”

Sadly and ironically, a review 3 in 2002-3 into the status of species in South Australia, placed six
out of the above eleven fish species known to habitat Eight Mile Creek, on a list of seventeen fish
that are to have their status elevated to ‘Endangered' in SA; each of these are to have ªRecovery
Plans” 3 drawn up for.  In other words, a whopping 30% of the endangered species in SA are
known to inhabit Eight Mile Creek; these being the Ewens Pygmy Perch, the River Blackfish, the
Pouched Lamprey, the Short-headed Lamprey, and the Australian Grayling.  Meantime, the
Southern Pygmy Perch has been identified as Endangered in the Murray and Mt Lofty Ranges.
In fact, I understand that one-half of the state's 58 fish species are threatened, and as yet I am still
not aware of any action plans that have been forthcoming.  And meanwhile, the dredging of Eight
Mile Creek still sees these fish being ‘flushed' out to sea, in what could only be described as a
gross act of stupidity and ignorance.

It is a sad fact of life that delays will occur, but it saddened me further when I tried to search the
Internet for a current (SA) State listing of endangered fish species that initially all I could find was
reference 4 to the existence of threatened fish in the Mount Lofty Ranges of SA.
Eventually I did locate the list using the internal Search Engine on the PIR.SA web-site, as it is my
understanding that in SA the Dept of Primary Industries and Resources, responsible for control of
commercial fishing activities, has also been given the role of managing our protected marine
species.  Of the fish known to inhabit Eight Mile Creek, only the River Blackfish, the Spiny Lobster,
the Ewens Pygmy Perch and the Southern Pygmy Perch appear to be listed on their site as a
Protected Species in SA. 5

This is a shocking inditement, as I understand that it is the SA Dept of Primary Industries and
Resources (PIRSA) that is responsible in this area (and I am happy to be corrected on this).

And this state of protection of our biodiversity seems to be confirmed by the Dept of Environment &
Heritage website 6, where it says in paragraph 5.3.5:
ªNo specific threatened species legislation in the form of an Act currently exists in South Australia.
However, it is possible that legislation to protect biodiversity may be proposed soon.”

It is clear to me that better coordination needs to be implemented in this area, along with a sense
of URGENCY.  And there are people of expertise in the area of freshwater species, such as Native
Fish Australia, that would be very keen to be involved.
So, what are South Australians waiting for…?  Do we really need to delay until the realisation that
some or all of these species have gone extinct before we act?

In April 2003, the ‘SE Catchment Water Management Board' (SECWMB) met at Kingston, where a
report, following a study funded by the Limestone Coast Regional Development Board (LCRDB),
into harvesting water from Eight Mile Creek for industry was discussed 7.  In that report concern
was expressed about the ability of the creek to deliver 55,000 Mega litres of water for harvesting in
dry years, and the ªphysical, chemical and biological impact” this could have.
(I wonder if this report was initiated in part by the application for and subsequent installation of a
submersible irrigation pump within Eight Mile Creek around that time.  That's right folks, a pump
with about a 30cm intake pipe; more than big enough to suck the small native fish in and expel
them as fertiliser across the paddocks!)
In this meeting it was resolved to write to the South East Water Conservation & Drainage Board
(SEWCDB) asking that ªno further applications for approvals for the taking and diversion of surface
water be granted”, and to recommend an investigation be conducted into possible unauthorised
water taking activities in the coastal zone.  I congratulate SECWMB for their decision.

Not only is Eight Mile Creek renown as a biodiversity ‘hotspot' for native fish, but also for its
profusion of submerged aquatic plants that provide faunal refuge (shelter) for the fish from flow and
predators.



The South-Eastern Water Conservation & Drainage Board, with approval from the Government,
still continue the practice of dredging Eight Mile Creek, despite this creek being the most significant
freshwater creek in the South-East, possibly in Australia, as I know of no other creek of such
diversity and beauty, which is visited by so many divers and tourists including many overseas
visitors.

I had the opportunity on 12-13th May this year to witness this devastation first-hand for myself,
along with members of DEAH, the EPA and Native Fish Australia who were contracted to write a
report on the impact the dredging might be having on this environment.

Try to imagine two Caterpillar tractors, one on each bank of the creek, pulling between them a
large steel cable about 20-25mm in diameter, to which is connected a dredge-shaped drag made
from large steel girders approx. 10ft x 10ft and possibly weighing as much as two tonnes.  Try to
imagine these tractors pulling that dredge up and down the creek for two days, at a speed of about
4-5 kph, under a 20-30cm high wave of water.

And try to imagine the devastation as the unique aquatic vegetation containing the threatened and
protected Pygmy Perch is carried out to sea, and then washed back onto the beaches by the tide,
so that almost a kilometre long strip of beach is covered in rotting native aquatic vegetation.
Try to imagine the Herons, Pelicans and Turns, along with 600 or so Seagulls, as they fight for a
feed of our endangered freshwater fish.

It would be hard to imagine not being sent to gaol or suffering a severe financial penalty if you or I
did that!

Photo:  Survey of native fish being washed out to sea  (N.Skinner) Photo:  The Dredge that is pulled through the creek  (N.Skinner)

This method is currently employed to devoid the lower 1.2km section of Eight Mile Creek of its
vegetation, which totally devastates that section of the creek from the Spencers Pond (man-made)
outlet to the bridge adjacent to the mouth of Eight Mile Creek.  And up until about 2001, Eight Mile
Creek was dragged all the way from the boundary of Ewens Ponds Conservation Park.

This is a practice of the past that was acceptable in the day when the land was being cleared of
anything resembling trees and scrub.  Why is it that this practice is still allowed long after land
clearing has been legislated against?

And there is yet another very serious impact not so obvious initially, that appears shortly after
dredging and remains for several months after the dredging has occurred…
After the water level has dropped in the Creek, combined with the winter rains, the drains start to
flow faster into the system, drawing nutrients and/or salt into the pure freshwater of the system.
The result is startling – the native aquatic vegetation starts to die as though poisoned through the
use of herbicides, and as it dies it forms a brown mucous that coats the sides and bottom of Drain
#5 and Eight Mile Creek.

Nearby, a small lesser-known pond called Spencers Pond, has been physically isolated from
interference through the use of fencing and a sign that bears the words ªScuba Diving and



Snorkelling Strictly Prohibitedº.  When the drains were originally constructed, one was routed into
Spencers Pond so that it could drain out the other side and then on into Eight Mile Creek.  This
seems okay, that is, until after Eight Mile Creek has been dredged, allowing the level of Spencers
Pond to drop significantly, encouraging the drains to start flowing.  Within a couple of months I
witnessed the decimation of this natural environment when last August I saw that the aquatic
vegetation in this Pond, which was otherwise untouched, had rotted and was falling apart.  At least
30-50% of all aquatic vegetation in this Pond was in the latter stages of decay, along with all
aquatic vegetation in Drain #5 that feeds into Eight Mile Creek.

I realised then that it was this alga and mucous that
we had first observed the previous year and
thought was run-off from stormwater drains!  What
had been a clear pristine pool, full of healthy
aquatic vegetation before dredging, had now
become a rotting pool of filth.

It is not known at this stage whether this is from the
high level of nutrients caused by 12 months of
cattle deposits washing off the surrounding
farmland, or whether it is from the salt deposits left
after the evaporation of irrigation water following
the previous summer, but either way, the drainage
system is killing this environment. Photo: Eight Mile Creek below surface after dredging (N.Skinner)

On the matter of Spencers Pond, I have received a verbal commitment from the SEWCDB to re-
route the offending drain around the Pond.  This is great news for which I thank the Drainage
Board; since I believe this alone will have a very positive affect on the recovery of Eight Mile Creek.

The draft Management Plan of the South-Eastern Water Conservation & Drainage Board 2003-
2006, listed amongst its `Statutory Functions and Obligations' (South Eastern Water Conservation
& Drainage Act 1992), ªThe enhancement or development of natural wetlands and the natural
environment generally in the South Eastº.

I believe the South Eastern Water Conservation & Drainage Board should receive our every
encouragement in this endeavour.  Surely it must be possible to drain the adjacent land through
means that do not interfere with this natural environment.

I am not suggesting the farmers not have their land drained; what I am saying is there are other
ways to do this without directly impacting on the environment as is the case at Eight Mile Creek.
One possible solution that has been discussed with the South-Eastern Water Conservation &
Drainage Board is the use of separate drains to drain the land, so that Eight Mile Creek does not
have the nutrients pushed into it as is happening at present.  Of course this will be costly and
requires much planning and earthworks before implementation takes affect.

Another possible and simpler solution, that may or may not work, is to remove the silt from the bed
of the lower section of Eight Mile Creek, which is currently being moved back and forth during the
existing dragging operations.

I have spoken with representatives of the South Eastern Water Conservation & Drainage Board,
and have been informed that ªthe Eight Mile Creek Advisory Committee will be considering this
issue at their next meeting probably in Decemberº.

I am cautiously optimistic a motion will be approved to discontinue the practice of dredging Eight
Mile Creek of its aquatic vegetation, and that next year alternative means will be made to open a
permanent channel down the centre of Eight Mile Creek.  This could be done using a long-reach
bucket to carefully remove the build up of sediment from within the centre section of Eight Mile
Creek from Drain #5 to the sea.  It is hoped this removal of silt from the centre of the creek will
prevent the regrowth of aquatic vegetation down the centre of the creek, thus maintaining good
natural current flow without annual intervention.



Should this fail, I believe new drains will have to be constructed that do not drain into Eight Mile
Creek, but rather join Eight Mile Creek at the point near where it runs into the sea.

I have received a promise that the drains into Spencers Pond will be re-routed and I applaud the
Drainage Board for this decision.

I am hopeful that by the time you read this the decision to stop dredging Eight Mile Creek will also
have been made, and Eight Mile Creek will be on it's way to recovery, to become South Australia's
premier snorkelling experience, to be enjoyed by all for it's entire length.

Otherwise, there will be a need to write to the SA Minister for the Environment and the Federal
Minister for the Environment to demand legislation be introduced to outlaw this type of practice,
anywhere in Australia, and to protect what we have left of our environment while we are able.

For more information contact Neville Skinner at Neville.Skinner@Gmail.com
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