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'. . . fthe lakes] were all mostly

swamp sheoak and stuff like

that, with just a complete

canopy. When you got in

underneath it on a hot

summer's day it was just like

going into a refrigerator - it

was beautiful in there.

Absolutely covered from one

end to the other, it was almost

impossible to get a li e punt

through it. You could get

through with a canoe ahight,

with something sharp-nosed,

but it was absolutely thick.'

Ray Rigby, who grew up in Yealering,

remembering Wheatbelt f reshwater

lakes in lhe 1930s.

Increasing salinity of our land

and waters threatens nature

conservalion and agriculture

in Western Auslralia's

Wheatbelt. Some solutions to

this enormous problem may

lie in an ambitious plan to

save Lake Toolibin, a unique

freshwater wetland in the

Wheatbelt.
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lOpposile page: Lake Taarblin was once
I a freshwater lake. lI is now dominated
I by dead trees and samphire.
Photo - Kim Howe

I Lefi: Mallees planted in the Toolibin
I Catchment for both land consewation
I and potential eucalyptus oil
production.
Photo - Kim How€

victim to salination, waterlogging and
inundation. The trees die because they
cannot survive the combination of
increasingly salty water and being
inundatedwith water for longer periods.
Many waterbirds disappear as the sedges
and trees that shelter them die and their
aquatic food changes. Some hatchlings,
such as most ducks, grebes and coots
that require fresh-or only slightly
brackish-water for the first few days of
their lives, cannot survive.

Visitors to the Wheatbelt cannot fail
to notice the graveyards ofdead trees that
fi l l  many lakes. These are all that remain
of the many freshwater wetlands that
once dotted the landscape.

It is precisely because the grey
starkness of saline lakes such as Lake
Taarblin has become so familiar, that the
greenness and variety of nearby Lake
Toolibin is so striking. It reminds us of
what we have already lost.

THREAT TO AGRICULTURE
Australians have been clearing trees

to establish farmland for decades, and
without our agricultural industries we
would noI have prospered. But the decline
ofwetlands was the firstsign ofthe trouble
facing our agricultural lands; farmers
are now seeing the bitter harvest ofsalt,

In the early 1970s, trees began dying
along thewestern shore ofLake Toolibin.
Concerns from the local community led
to the formation ofthe Northern Arthur
RiverWetlands Rehabilitation Committee
in 1976. The main aimwas to ensure the
continued existence of the lake as a
breeding area for waterbirds, but the
committee's studies highlighted the need
for control of salinity within the whole
Toolibin catchment.

The flat farmland near the lake is
becoming increasingly waterlogged and
salty, and much ofthe impetus forchange
came from concerned local landholders,
The Wickepin Land Conservation District
Committee, one of the first in WA, was
formed in  1985 and led  a  major
communi$ effort to rehabilitate salt-
affected land and plant trees in the
catchment.

Ifthe water balance of the area is not
restored, not only the wetlands but the
agricultural productivityofhugepartsof
the catchmentwil lbe lost.In 1988 alone,
the cost of lost rural production due to
land salination in the Wheatbelt rs
estimated to have been 44.2 mill ion
dollars.

Government agencies have also been
promoting initiatives aimed at conserving
the lakeand its environs.The Department
of Conservation and Land Management
(CALM) has purchased and rehabilitated
land adjacent to the lake, so that perennial
vegetation now completely suff ounds the
lake. The Department ofAgriculture and
CALM are encouraging the planting of
trees and shrubs in the catchment. These
actas biologicalpumps and some may be
harvested commercially. Bores and
pumps have been installed to extract
groundwater from under the lake and to
test whether pumping on a larger scale
could lower groundwater to a safe level;
the results so far are encouraging.

State, federal and corporate resources
needed to fund these and other projects
have been provided through CALM, the
WA Department ofAgriculture, the Water
Authority of WA, Alcoa, Greening WA,
the National Landcare Program, the
Australian Nature Conservation Agency
and local landholders. None ofthiswould

have been possible without close co-
operation between these groups.

RECOVERY
In 1992, itwas decided that the most

effective way of co-ordinating the many
actions needed to save Lake Toolibin was
to draw up a recovery plan for the
management of the whole catchment.
Conservation managers, scientists and
members of the local farming community
got together to decide on the actions
needed to  p ro tec t  the  lake  and

SALINATION OF WETLANDS
Salination is caused by changes in the
delicate balance between surface water
and groundwater systems.
In many agricultural areas of Australia,
watertablesare rising because perennial
native vegetation has been replaced
with crops and pastures that use less
water. fu it rises, the groundwater
dissolves naturally occurring soil salts
and brings them towards the 5urface.
A rising water table can cau5e salination
of freshwater wetlands in two ways.
Lowlying swampy areas can become
overwhelmed as saline groundwater
rises up through their beds. Alternatively,
salt that has been brought to the surface
and deposited in sur.ounding farmland
can be washed into the wetlands as
surface run-off after rain.
In addition, clearing of nativevegetation
means that less rainwater is trapped by
the vegetation and more runs off into
the wetlands. There is simply more water
about, so seasonal wetlands are wetter
for longer.
Any attempt to address the problem of
salination musttackle these three is5ue5
and the complex interactions between
them.
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Yellow-billed spoonbills haue aisited
Star Swamp for the last three uears.
Theg sift small mtstaceans from the
shallou uater. The story of this
suburban wetland is told on page 45.

About a quarter of Stirling Range
National Park has been closed to
protect its unique flora from dieback
desease. Tum to page l0 to disconr
these plants on the edge-

Found all ouer Australia, short-beaked
echidnas are one of two Australian egg-
laging mammak. Theg still occur
around Perth. See page 18.

The orange-bellied frog k part of the
South West's fine-scale richness qnd
aariety. Find out more about these
foscinating creatures on page 35.
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A marine park is proposed to adjoin
the Prince Regent Nature Reserue. The
Complex Coast (page 49) discusses the
need for integrated m1nqgemant of
land and sea around our coast-
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The coral gardens in the sheltered
lagoons of the Rowley Shoals contain
dozens of different varieties of staghom
coral and are inhabited by a huge nnge
of colourful reef fish. See 'Coral for
K€eps' on page 28.
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