
 

Many urban waterways were once waste
dumps. Despite restoration efforts, there's
more to do to bring nature back

June 15 2023, by Oliver A.H. Jones

  
 

  

Darebin Creek. Credit: Oliver Jones, Author provided

In the 19th century, many of Australia's urban creeks and rivers were in
poor shape. Melbourne's major river, the Maribyrnong, was full of waste
from abattoirs, tanneries and factories.

I live near Darebin Creek in Melbourne's north, which was next to a tip
and often polluted until cleanup efforts began in the 70s. Now many
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https://www.melbournewater.com.au/water-and-environment/water-management/rivers-and-creeks/maribyrnong-river
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creatures have returned.

But while many waterways have been cleaned up, others have
languished. As late as 2011, Sydney's notoriously polluted Cooks River
was so full of industrial waste and sewage it was dubbed an "open
sewer." Now, it's starting to improve.

Here's what the restoration of Darebin Creek shows us about the
successes and challenges of bringing life back to our urban waterways.

Rivers or rubbish dumps?

Many of us, like Mole from "Wind in the Willows," find ourselves
"intoxicated with the sparkle, the ripple, the scents and the sounds…" of
our waterways.

But we don't always treat them very well. European settlement had a big
effect on creeks and rivers, we've often used them as convenient waste
dumps. Pump industrial waste, chemicals or sewage into them and watch
it float away. Once we might have thought "problem solved." Now we
know differently. Treating rivers as dumps can (unsurprisingly) damage
or even wipe out the life in it.

In Victoria, their fate started to improve when the state government
passed the Environment Protection Act in 1970 (since superseded by the
the Environment Protection Amendment Act 2018). Since then, 
community groups, government agencies, and Melbourne Water have
started the repair job.

Now, we're starting to see the benefits. My local waterway, Darebin
Creek, is typical of many urban creeks and I love spending time here.
Running in the morning, I pass ducks, swans, and moorhens.
Kookaburras laugh in the trees, insects buzz in the morning light. It's
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https://www.abc.net.au/news/2011-10-24/sydney-river-given-open-sewer-status/3596832
https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/7934360/transforming-australias-urban-rivers/
https://rsv.org.au/melbournes-urban-waterways/
https://rsv.org.au/melbournes-urban-waterways/
https://jade.io/j/?a=outline&id=281879
https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/334450/Factsheet_Environment-Protection-Amendment-Act-2018.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/community+groups/
https://www.water.vic.gov.au/water-for-victoria/progress-report-waterway-and-catchment-health
https://www.melbournewater.com.au/water-and-environment/water-management/rivers-and-creeks/river-health-and-monitoring
https://phys.org/tags/waterway/


 

beautiful.

In the creek itself live frogs, invertebrates and fish. Endangered species
like the growling grass frog and matted flax-lily can now be found.

There are even platypus sightings, which means there's food there for
them like insect larvae and yabbies.

What is now the expansive Darebin Parklands was once was used as a
farm, then a quarry, then a tip earmarked for a freeway, and the creek
was little more than a stormwater drain. Even today, leachate from the
old tip seeps out.

The creek's transformation—especially in its southern reaches—is due in
large part to one determined woman, Sue Course, who was rightly 
recognized for her work in the 2021 Australia Day honors.

In the 1970s, Sue and her husband Laurie formed a residents' group and
lobbied successfully for the land to be given to the public. The group
spent decades removing weeds and rubbish and planting trees.

Many urban waterways in Victoria are now in reasonable health, 
providing habitat for more than 1,800 species of native plants and 600
species of native animals. But not all. Rivers such as the Ovens and the
Murray, and even the Yarra in places, are in poorer condition with low
flows and high sediment and salt levels major issues.

Improvements are often connected to community efforts to revegetate,
as well as watching for chemicals or other pollutants pumped into the
stream. These efforts have to be ongoing. As recently as 2016, eels and
other fish died in Darebin Creek due to insecticide being washed into the
water.
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https://new.parliament.vic.gov.au/4932e9/contentassets/9b88a28a1b3946ddb707ffdbe6198459/submission-documents/s452---city-of-darebin_redacted.pdf
https://www.heraldsun.com.au/leader/north/banyule-park-ranger-snaps-images-of-platypus-in-creek-near-northland-shopping-centre/news-story/01a7eaa66019c6b5bf66ce450903bd67
https://www.abc.net.au/radio/programs/pm/darebin-creek:-from-rubbish-dump-to-potential/8308436
https://archive.md/20121127132744/http://www.dcmc.org.au/parklands/leachate.php#selection-589.0-593.117
https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/mother-of-the-park-among-community-based-honors-heroes-20210125-p56wpw.html
https://www.melbournewater.com.au/water-and-environment/water-management/rivers-and-creeks/river-health-and-monitoring
https://www.melbournewater.com.au/water-and-environment/water-management/rivers-and-creeks/know-your-rivers-and-creeks
https://www.melbournewater.com.au/water-and-environment/water-management/rivers-and-creeks/know-your-rivers-and-creeks
https://www.theage.com.au/national/snapshot-of-victorias-degraded-rivers-20030430-gdvmky.html
https://www.theage.com.au/national/snapshot-of-victorias-degraded-rivers-20030430-gdvmky.html
https://greens.org.au/vic/news/speech/darebin-creek-contamination


 

And the wildlife of the creek has not fully recovered, as the local council
points out. The remarkable plains-wanderer once roamed the creekline,
but the last sighting was in 1972.

  
 

  

Three invertebrates I found in Darebin Creek – a bloodworm (chironomid larva),
freshwater crab and caddis fly larvae. Credit: Oliver Jones

 How do we fully restore our city waterways?

Native species reliant on our city waterways still face threats. These
include:

Catchment pollution. A catchment is an area of land where water
collects when it rains and then flows to a low point (such as a
stream). Pollution in a creek or river's catchment upstream can
affect the whole waterway. A recent study on pesticides found
the major source was residential use, meaning the chemicals
were washed into the wetlands. A similar project used GPS to
track plastic bottles down Melbourne's creeks.They found bottles
could travel many kilometers downstream, or get stuck and break
down locally.
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https://new.parliament.vic.gov.au/4932e9/contentassets/9b88a28a1b3946ddb707ffdbe6198459/submission-documents/s452---city-of-darebin_redacted.pdf
https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/conserving-threatened-species/threatened-species/plains-wanderer
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0048969722076598
https://phys.org/tags/plastic+bottles/
https://www.rmit.edu.au/about/schools-colleges/science/research/research-centres-groups/aquatic-environmental-stress/litter-trackers


 

Organic micropollutants. The way we live means we use a large
range of chemicals, including cosmetics, pharmaceuticals,
pesticides, fertilizers, and artificial sweeteners. A detailed study
of the Yarra, Sydney and Brisbane River estuaries found traces
of these chemicals in the water, including drugs, medication,
personal care products, pesticides, and even food additives. Even
though they are present in very low concentrations they can still
be a worry. A recent study from Monash University showed that
concentrations of pharmaceuticals in rivers, though far below the
therapeutic dose can still affect fish behavior.
Stormwater. When rain runs off hard surfaces like roofs,
driveways, and roads, it runs into storm drains and creeks,
carrying debris, bacteria, soil, oil, grease, pesticides and other
pollutants with it. In 2016 it was estimated that 95% of litter on
Victorian beaches was transported there from suburban areas
through stormwater drains.

Nutrients. Fertilizer runoff from farms and wastewater spills in
urban areas can bring too many nutrients like nitrogen and
phosphorus into waterways. Overloads of nutrients can trigger
sudden plant and algae growth. These block light and reduce
oxygen levels, leading to the death of fish and other aquatic
animals. Some algae and cyanoabacteria (that also grow in these
conditions) produce toxins that can make us sick too.
Invasive species. Many invasive species have been introduced
into Australian waters including the infamous carp and mosquito
fish. These prey on or outcompete native species, damage
habitat, and carry diseases and parasites. Careful management to
reduce their impact will likely be needed for some time.

How can we help bring life back?

If there's a lesson in the restoration work done so far, it's that we can't
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https://www.tiktok.com/@dr_oli_jones/video/6995072849769712898
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0025326X20301326
https://lens.monash.edu/2018/11/07/1364035/pharmaceuticals-in-our-waterways
https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/sotb
https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/healthyliving/Harmful-algal-blooms
https://vfa.vic.gov.au/education/fish-species/carp
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https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/topics/animals-and-plants/threatened-species/nsw-threatened-species-scientific-committee/determinations/final-determinations/1996-1999/predation-by-the-plague-minnow-gambusia-holbrooki-key-threatening-process-listing


 

expect life just to bounce back. Making our waterways healthy again
takes effort, ranging from making sure rubbish doesn't escape into them
through to joining your local waterway organization—or starting one.

Join a local Waterwatch program to monitor river health, or join the
national waterbug blitz to learn more about invertebrate life. You can
even get involved in efforts to restore riparian vegetation as natural flood
dampening measures.

Above all, let's appreciate our urban creeks and rivers for what they
are—and for what they can become, so the next generation will have the
same chance to enjoy them as we have.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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