
The Lower Lakes:
a snapshoT

Water shortages have reached crisis point for the people of the Lower Lakes

March, 2008
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Langhorne Creek doesn’t enjoy the same lofty profile 
of the Barossa or Coonawarra, but is the largest 
producer of premium wines in the State. Irrigators in 
the small community rely on natural flooding of the 
Bremer River each winter and piped irrigation from 
the River Murray’s lower lakes to be sustainable.

As the 2008 vintage hits its peak, the winegrape 
growers of the district hold grave fears for the year 
ahead. 

The receding level of the lower lakes and its rising 
salinity levels have left all in the district seeking 
alternative water sources.
They are literally being left high and dry.

Makeshift channels and piping are being used to 
“chase” the retreating waterline of a lake level that 
is already at an unprecedented 0.3 metres below sea 
level (the lowest on record).

Underground, there is a small amount available, 
although nowhere near enough to meet the 16 
gigalitres needed annually. The aquifers have been 
identified as a long term storage option when water 
is again cheap and plentiful.

However, in the short term the district irrigators are 
united in their support of a proposal to construct a 
new 46km pipeline from White Sands, near Murray 
Bridge, to supersede current private access points on 
the lakes further downstream. The plan will provide 
greater security and better quality water for the years 
ahead.

Early estimates have placed construction costs as 
high as $70 million and various   funding models are 
being worked up feverishly.

Under current conditions on the lower lakes, the 
irrigators believe the pipeline would have to be in 
place by December this year. Without it, there is a 
strong chance that a large proportion of the 65,000 
tonnes of premium grapes grown in the district will 
be lost.

“We pride ourselves on looking after ourselves in 
Langhorne and in better times we probably would, 
but at this point some sort of support is required,” 
one grower stated.

“Next year is our big worry.” 

The Lower Lakes: a region on The brink

Jewel in SA wine crown in trouble
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Irrigators on the brink

The irrigators of the lower lakes are facing ruin. 
While they have struggled with limited allocations over the past two 
years, a growing number are now reaching the point where they cannot 
access usable water.

Water levels continue to recede and salinity levels climb.
Grape growers, graziers, dairy farmers and orchardists are struggling to 
survive, let alone make money.
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There are many reasons why the irrigators of the lower lakes are against a weir.
Langhorne Creek grape grower Chris Duffy said the environmental fall-out of a weir would be like 

leaving the plug in your bath and washing in the same water every day for six months. 
“It doesn’t make any sense for the health and wellbeing of those upstream or down,” he said.
Neil Shillabeer believes the bottomless silt on the lake bed at the designated weir site would make it 

virtually impossible to construct any type of removable structure.
“To put simply it would sink, you haven’t got anything solid to build on,” he said.
“Even if you managed to dump thousands of tonnes of gravel in there to block it off, it would start 

sinking and there’s no way you could remove it later on.”
Meningie dairy farmer Clem Mason fails to see the logic. 
“Why would you build a weir when there is nothing flowing past Lock 1 anyway?” he said. “What do 

they hope to achieve?”
Straight shooting stock manager Dennis Chandler had his own analogy about the proposed weir at 

Wellington.
“How long would you survive with a cork stuck up your backside? People need to realize that the health 

of the river starts from the bottom up, not the other way around.”

Weir is not an option

Currency Creek  
left high and dry

Phillip Shaw and his family established 
vineyards at Currency Creek in 1994 
and started Ballast Stone Winery in 
2000. They have 625 hectares of irrigated 
vineyards and, in an average year, use 
about two to two and half megalitres 
per hectare to supplement their 14 inch 
average rainfall. They source their water 
from an aquifer as well as pumping 
directly from the Lake Alexandrina, near the mouth of Currency Creek.  

The winery is in a beautiful location, high above lower lakes. Phillip and his brothers have over the years used 
the water frontage as both a commercial venture and a family playground.   
They have not been able to pump from the lower lakes since March last year and have been surviving on 
underground water and rainfall where possible.

He has been using water up until it exceeds 1800 EC units, but currently the water beyond his dry foot valves 
is returning readings well in excess of that figure. Leaking barrages at Goolwa that have let sea water seep 
through to the lakes during high tides have at times sent salinity levels soaring.

What the future holds is uncertain.
Phillip has a multi-million dollar award winning winery, but very few options when it comes to water supply. 
He is among those 40 odd irrigators in the district who are exploring the possibility of gaining access to 
recycled effluent from nearby Goolwa and Victor Harbour sewerage systems.  It is by no means a quick fix 
solution and the responses from councils has been far from encouraging, but people like Phillip have no choice 
but to explore all options as they face an uncertain future.
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Dairy survivors in up 
to their necks

As a general rule a dairy cow needs to drink at least 130 litres of water a day to  produce a viable 
twice-daily supply of milk. 

It is a basic equation that has beaten most dairy farmers along the lower reaches of the River Murray 
in recent times. Not that long ago there were 120 dairies from Murray Bridge to the Mouth. Today 
there are only 45 left and the number is declining almost daily.

Around Meningie the story is the same wherever you go.
The irrigators have water allocations to use, but cannot reach the water.
On Lake Albert the shoreline has shrunk so much that some farmers can’t get water anymore, while 
others rely on the wind coming from the right direction and a makeshift pipeline of thin black poly 
strewn over hundreds of metres of mudflats to suck small amounts from the remaining shallows.

Getting the pipeline out to whatever water is available is a treacherous operation. Bottomless mud 
and silt acts like quicksand, so farmers and their wives, some aged in their mid 60s, are having to get 
down on their hands and knees and paddle out on makeshift surfboards or their stomachs to find 
clean water beyond the sludge.

Others are walking in mud and silt up to their necks in an attempt to find six inch deep water that is 
usable. They acknowledge that someone could quite easily keep sinking, never to be seen again, but 
they say they have no other choice. They have been left to fend for themselves. There is no Army or 
Emergency Services being called in to help these people cope with what they believe is already a 
national disaster.

Their Coorong, one of South Australia’s iconic sites, is dying, but no-one has any solutions.
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Narrung graziers and dairy farmers Joe and Lorraine Leese are both 
in their 60s. Joe is a former Australian Army solider who served 
in Malaysia for four years in the 1960s. He always wanted to own 
his own farm and spent 10 years working as a head stockman at 
Gepp’s Cross to save for a deposit. After 30 years on the peninsula 
the Leeses’ dairy herd is regarded as one of the most productive 
in Australia, but his farm has been brought to its knees by the 
drought. He pumps from the narrows of Lake Albert. Never has there been a more appropriate description 
of a waterway than the narrows of today.
The Leese’s quest for clean water is almost a daily ritual as they peer out across the vast mud flats that were 
once covered in water and teeming with birdlife. 

Joe can be seen trudging out through the mud and silt and, in more recent times since Joe has had a couple 
of heart operations, it has been Lorraine up to neck in silt dragging black poly out to clean water.

“It’s bloody hard work, especially at my age,” she said.
They have been forced to relocate their son Michael and dairy herd to Kongorong in the South-East to 
remain viable. It has been a heart-wrenching experience.

“We’re living off the overdraft, but what else could we do?” Lorraie explained.
“Michael didn’t want to leave but they’re the sacrifices we have to make to keep the business going.
“When Michael is needed back here to run more pipe out across the lake, I go down and milk for him at 
Kongorong. I ball my eyes every time I get there.

“Everyone says this is the worst the lake has ever looked, but the river hasn’t failed us, we’ve all failed the 
river.”

Stalwarts fight on
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David and Cathy Harvey are among the few still milking on the 
Lower Lakes. Over the past two years they have reduced their 
milking herd from 380 to 200. In the meantime that have installed 
their own small desalination plant and devoted a lot of time to 
locating underground water sources on their property.
The small desalination plant has the capacity to provide enough 
water for 1000 cows, but like everyone else in the district the 
challenge remains in accessing enough water to process.

They have extended a channel well out into Loveday Bay. When 
the wind is blowing the right way they suck in dirty water that has 
to be filtered three times before it can be desalinated. If the wind 
is blowing the wrong way, their channel can be up to 300-metres 
short of the water’s edge.

Although operating the desalination plant has increased the cost 
of production, the Harveys are hopeful that increasing milk prices 
will help offset the extra expense and help them retain some of the 
prized dairy herd. 

John Eckermann has mothballed his dairy and is 
trying hard to retain enough Jersey stock to rebuild. 
It hasn’t been easy selling some of his prime stock 
as far afield as China.
But he admits he has little choice.
The channel he dug back to his stranded pump is no 
longer drawing water from the lake. There is a belt 
of silt about 300-metres between the mouth of his 
channel and  the nearest bit of clean lake water.
He tried to run a pipe out, but it was too 
dangerous.

His options going forward are limited. He admits 
there is a lot of frustration in living on almost 
5km of lakefront and not being able to get water. 
Decades of work in building up the genetics of his 
beef and dairy stock are being relinquished as he is 
being forced to destock. 
John is carting water into the farm and spending 
$500 a day to sustain what stock he has left. 
“You have to stay positive without being optimistic,” 
he said.
“Our plight has been largely ignored to now, but I 
hope something is done before it’s too late.”
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Desalination an option

5km of lake front, 
but no water
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David Harvey has installed a small desalination 
plant in a bid to keep his dairy operating.



Until last month Meningie land and livestock agent Andrew Dawes had been commissioned to do only 
one mortgagee sale in the district in 17 years.

He has been approached to do two in the past four weeks.
“There is no doubt that the water shortage is hurting the town. Enrolments are well down at the area 
school, we’ve got empty shops in main street for the first time in years and real estate sales have gone 
quiet.

“I know myself that turnover is down 25% and it would probably be more if I wasn’t selling pumps and 
irrigation equipment.

“There is a definite ripple effect. We’ve lost a big sailing regatta and our annual Easter croquet 
tournament has had to be cancelled.

“It might not sound like much, but everything that is cancelled means less money from outside coming 
into town.”

Signs of the times7

Lesley Fischer’s family used to milk 700 cows a day.  The 
family property, Campbell House, stands majestically 
above Lake Albert and, until recent times, pumped 
directly from the lake.

Today, their state-of-the-art dairy has been mothballed. 
The cows – many of which Lesley reared herself - have 
been sold while they attempt to keep limited beef stock 
on the property.

“We’re witnessing an environmental catastrophe. The 
lower lakes is being left to die,” she says.

Lesley is an avid campaigner for the district. Any visitors 
to Campbell House are immediately granted a tour on 
four-wheel motorbikes across the parched lake bed to 
see first hand the extent of damage.
Dead fish, windswept temporary pumps stands and 
stranded aluminum dinghies up to a kilometre from 
the current water’s edge serve as stark markers as to 
how dire life on the lakes has become.

Water supply has never been an ongoing problem in the 
lower lakes, not even in the dry years of 1944 and 1967.

“When we sold the dairy cows, it was hard to watch. The 
poor things didn’t know what was going on when the 
trucks arrived. You could see they didn’t want to go.

“We’d never hit any of the cows and here they were 
being pushed on trucks with cow prods. It was a pretty 
distressing time for us all.”

From 700 cows to none8
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New pipeline the answer9

Milk produced around Meningie is regarded as 
some of the best in Australia.

The fertile Narrung Peninsula is prime cow 
country, whether it be dairy or beef and those in 
the industry pride themselves on developing high 
quality stock. 

Until the big dry there was also a thriving irrigation 
industry producing lucerne and various vegetable 
crops (potatoes and carrots). The climate allowed 
for cropping all year round and the soil is so good 
it could handle saline water that measured as high 
as 5000 or 6000EC units.

The district received its average rainfall of 14 
inches last year, but remains gripped by the 
biggest shortage of fresh water in living memory.

The Meningie township, which sits on the edge 
of Lake Albert, is on the brink of disaster. Where 
once the lake lapped up to shoreline only metres 
from the main street, today it has retreated and 
been replaced by a vast beach.

Those who can still access water from the lake are 
dealing with such low quality water that its uses 
are limited. Others have none and are spending 

thousands of dollars trucking in water from a 
SA Water standpipe in the middle of town. The 
water is reasonably priced, but once freight costs 
are added, carting is not a long term strategy for 
anyone.

Many are carting in the hope that their fortunes 
will change with the seasons.

Others are campaigning for a new pipeline that 
will bring water from Tailem Bend. It is estimated 
that the pipeline would cost $50 million, but so 
far funding for project has received little State or 
Federal government interest. Too much for too 
few has been stock answer, although locals would 
beg to differ.

The only regular water supply for the Meningie 
township is a SA Water pipeline that comes off 
the main line from Tailem Bend to Keith. There 
were thoughts of extending that line beyond 
Meningie through the farming district and to the 
two small communities of Narrung and Raukkan 
(Port McLeay). Unfortunately engineers have 
rejected the idea because the pipeline is already 
operating at near maximum capacity.

The people on the peninsula argue that they are not 
after massive amounts of water, just enough for 
stock and domestic uses.

The district received its average rainfall of 14 inches last 
year, but remains gripped by the biggest shortage of 
fresh water in living memory.
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Keeping cattle  live and productive in the Meningie region of 
Lake Albert is now a $3000 a week exercise for local farmer 
Melanie Treloar.

Melanie and her husband Nigel keep 300 head of dairy and 
beef cattle of their property, which lies half way between 
Meningie and Narrung alongside the rapidly drying Lake 
Albert.

As the lake shrinks away the Treloars have had to spend tens 
of thousands of dollars carting drinking water for their cattle.

“Three kilometers, we’ve run a line, that’s how much poly has 
been bought from our pump shed to where we are accessing 
the water now,” Melanie said.

20 truck loads a week
“We’re doing close to 20 truck loads in a week, which is 
15,000 litres in a truck load. It works out to be about $3000 a 
week just carting water.”

Melanie and Nigel used to grow lucerne – up to 400 acres of 
it just two years ago – but the receding lake has meant the 
young family has not been able to access its water allocation.

“For the last two years we haven’t been able to irrigate because 
our foot valve has just been waving in the breeze,” Melanie 
said. “We were the first people to really lose water from where 
we were actually situated on the lake itself.

“We were whinging about no irrigation last year – we had an 
allocation but absolutely no way of accessing it.”

Visitors to the region often note that water levels in the lake 
do not look excessively low, but Melanie knows otherwise.

“You get about a metre into the water and it is so soupy and 
muddy that it’s like quicksand, you just go straight down to 
your waist and the only way to get out is to go on your tummy 
and slide through it like a crab,” she said.

“Once you get past that there is about 50 metres of this 
disgusting soupy, black, stinky stuff and then you get into 
quite a firm footing, but it’s only about two inches deep and it 
will be that deep for kilometers.”

Melanie’s family has been farming in the Meningie area for 
more than 30 years – but that has not stopped some family 
members from moving on.

“My brother-in-law, he was really the dairy farmer in the 
family…he got out about four years ago and took his cows and 
moved to Waypinga, up behind Victor Harbour, because he 
was worried this was going to happen,” Melanie said.

However, “getting out” is not an option for Nigel and 
Melanie, who said rising milk prices mean it is a “crazy” time 
to leave the industry.

“Everyone says ‘why don’t you get out?’ and you think 
it’s bloody easy to get out…but it’s very hard to get back 
into it again after that. “And then what do we do? This is 
our livelihood, we have no other options of work, and we 
borrowed so much money last year, to stay in farming, to keep 
the cows alive with hay, that we can’t afford to get out – we’re 
just going to go bankrupt.

“Whether we lease our cows out or whatever, we’ll take that 
everyday as it comes.”

$3000 a week 
carting  
water

Dairy farmers Melanie and Nigel 
Treloar trying to ride out the worst 
drought in Meningie’s history.
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