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About this plan 

The Hattah Lakes Environmental Water Management Plan (EWMP) establishes priorities for the use of water 

within the icon site. It identifies ecological objectives which are consistent with the Basin Plan Environmental 

Watering Plan Framework (Chapter 8) and associated targets, water regimes and water delivery options for the 

site. 

This revision builds on previous iterations of the Hattah Lakes Environmental Water Management Plan, most 

recently the 2012 document (MDBA 2012). The most significant change since the last iteration has been the 

completion of The Living Murray (TLM) water infrastructure at this site and, in 2012, the Murray-Darling Basin 

Plan (Basin Plan) coming into effect. 

This EWMP has been revised to reflect learnings from over 10 years of water delivery to the site and improve 

the alignment of TLM icon site ecological objectives with the Basin Planôs Environmental Watering Plan 

Framework. 

The previous EWMP for Hattah Lakes (MDBA 2012) has been used as the guiding document during the initial 

stages of water delivery using TLM infrastructure at the Hattah Lakes Icon Site. Monitoring during delivery of 

water to the icon site since 2013 has improved our understanding of the operational and ecological 

considerations of delivering water to the Hattah Lakes Icon Site through the TLM infrastructure. This document 

incorporates findings from past monitoring, targeted research of icon site key species and communities, and 

outcomes from previous environmental watering. 

More detailed information than is included in this EWMP is captured in three main supporting documents, which 

are considered schedules to this EWMP: 

ω Hattah Lakes Icon Site Operating Plan ï provides the framework for the operation of existing 

environmental structures to meet key ecological objectives within the broader context of legislative 

requirements and governance. 

ω Hattah Lakes Icon Site Watering Guide ï contains key ecological and hydrological information to 

inform environmental water management. 

ω Hattah Lakes Icon Site Condition Monitoring Plan ï describes how to undertake annual condition 

monitoring (i.e. the method). 

The revision of this EWMP has been coordinated by the Mallee Catchment Management Authority in 

consultation with the Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) and the Murray-Darling 

Basin Authority (MDBA) to ensure a consistent approach to planning and management across the icon sites.  
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Executive summary 

The Hattah Lakes Environmental Water Management Plan establishes priorities for the use of water for the 

environment within the Hattah Lakes water management region as part of The Living Murray (TLM) icon site. 

The Living Murray initiative is one of Australiaôs most significant river restoration programs aimed at improving 

the health of the River Murray system. The program is delivered by state governments and is coordinated by 

the Murray-Darling Basin Authority (MDBA). The Hattah Lakes Icon Site is one of six icon sites under TLM 

initiative recognised for their ecological, cultural, recreational, heritage and economic significance.  

The Hattah Lakes in northwest Victoria, and surrounding floodplain, were selected as an icon site because of 

their extent, condition, diversity and habitat value, as well as their social and cultural importance. The Hattah 

Lakes Icon Site consists of an extensive complex of lakes and floodplain within the HattahïKulkyne National 

Park. The system includes more than 20 perennial and intermittent freshwater lakes, ranging in size from less 

than 10 ha to about 200 ha. Twelve of these lakes are listed as internationally important wetlands under the 

Ramsar Convention on Wetlands of International Importance (the Ramsar Convention), primarily for their value 

as waterbird habitat and importance in maintaining regional biodiversity.  

The flora and fauna have attracted people to the area for thousands of years, and continue to do so today. The 

Hattah Lakes provided resources for Indigenous communities who continue to maintain a strong connection to 

Country. Over 1,000 archaeological sites have been documented, with many more sites known to local land 

managers. These sites provide evidence of the use of the lakes for resources, and include middens, scar trees, 

hearths and burial sites. Eleven sites of post-European settlement heritage significance have been identified 

within the Hattah Lakes Icon Site (Heritage Victoria 2010).  

Today, the icon site provides a social and economic value to the community who benefit financially from 

increased numbers of people visiting for recreation activities including camping, bushwalking, bird watching and, 

when the lakes hold water, swimming, kayaking and canoeing. Maintenance of heritage sites and the provision 

of recreational and economic services are reliant upon the management of water and health of the Hattah Lakes 

Icon Site. 

The floodplain of the Hattah Lakes has become severely degraded due to regulation of the River Murray and 

the extraction of water for agriculture, industry and urban use, as well as the confounding impacts of changing 

climatic conditions. The resulting reduction in the frequency, magnitude and duration of high flows has affected 

the flow regime of the wetland system. The impacts associated with the change in hydrological regime include 

reductions in the condition of river red gum and black box communities (and even tree deaths), a transition to a 

more terrestrial understorey, and a change in the abundance and composition of floodplain and wetland flora 

(Kattel et al. 2009). Through The Living Murray initiative, a range of water management infrastructures that 

assist with the delivery of water for environment to the Hattah Lakes floodplain were completed in 2012. 

Operation of these infrastructures has helped to maintain the siteôs ecological, cultural, social and economic 

values, by returning the floodplain to a more natural hydrological state. Efforts to relax delivery and supply 

constraints in the wider southern Murray-Darling Basin by the Commonwealth and Basin states may provide 

future opportunities for watering of these areas to be accomplished in synchrony with larger River Murray flow 

events (supported by environmental water), intending to mimic more natural hydrological conditions and 

inundations. 

Ecological objectives, which guide the delivery of water for the environment at the site, were first established for 

Hattah Lakes in 2003 as part of The Living Murrayôs First Step Decision. Building on progress achieved, and to 

complement adaptive management, there has been ongoing refinement of the vision and objectives, with the 

most recent vision, to: 

óImprove biodiversity values of Hattah Lakes, maintaining wetland and floodplain communities 

representative of those which would be expected under natural flow conditions.ô 
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Ongoing refinement of site-specific ecological objectives intends to improve alignment of the objectives with the 

Basin Plan, and associated planning documents such as the Victorian Long-term Watering Plans. These 

refinements include defining a set of SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Timely) targets 

under each objective. A set of nine objectives have been defined for Hattah Lakes, which are summarised in 

the table below. Details of targets can be found in Section 6. 

Objectives for the Hattah Lakes Icon Site 

HL1 Diversity of ecosystem type Maintain a diversity of freshwater ecosystem types within the Hattah Lakes Icon Site, 

including semi-permanent lakes, persistent temporary wetlands, floodplain woodlands, 

shrublands, and episodic wetlands (Lake Kramen) by 2030. 

HL2 Maintain ecological character 

of the Ramsar site 

Maintain the ecological character of the Hattah-Kulkyne Lakes Ramsar site by 2030 

HL3 Species richness and 

abundance of aquatic vegetation 

Improve species richness and abundance of native water-dependent floodplain and wetland 

aquatic vegetation at the Hattah Lakes Icon Site by 2030. 

HL4 Condition and extent of 

floodplain vegetation 

Improve condition and maintain extent from baseline (2006) levels of river red gum 

(Eucalyptus camaldulensis), black box (E. largiflorens) and lignum (Duma florulenta) to 

sustain communities and processes typical of such communities at the Hattah Lakes Icon Site 

by 2030. 

HL5 Support threatened species By 2030, improve biodiversity at Hattah Lakes by supporting the life-cycle of the EPBC-listed 

regent parrot (Polytelis anthopeplus monarchoides). 

HL6 Create refugia for waterbirds 

in dry periods 

Provide refugia to support the long-term survival and resilience of water-dependent 

populations of waterbirds, including during drought, to allow for subsequent re-colonisation 

beyond Hattah Lakes by 2030. 

HL7 Create vital habitat ï feeding 

habitat for waterbirds 

By 2030, maintain or improve biodiversity at Hattah Lakes by ensuring that feeding habitat for 

the dominant guilds of waterbirds, most notably waterfowl, herbivores and piscivores, are 

supported. 

HL8 Colonial waterbird breeding Protect and restore ecosystem functions of water-dependent ecosystems that support 

successful colonial nesting waterbird species at Hattah Lakes by providing conditions for 

breeding and fledging at least three times every 10 years. 

HL9 Native fish recruitment Maintain recruitment of populations of small-bodied native fish and presence of large-bodied 

native fish at Hattah Lakes by 2030. 

To assess progress toward objectives set out for Hattah Lakes, an extensive monitoring program has been in 

place for more than 15 years, which includes Basin-scale-, condition- and intervention monitoring. Basin-scale 

monitoring, such as the Murray-Darling Basin aerial waterbird survey, informs changes at the basin scale, while 

condition and intervention monitoring are specifically site-based. Annual icon site condition monitoring has been 

undertaken at Hattah Lakes since 2005 using standard methodologies to investigate vegetation, fish and 

waterbirds. Results from this monitoring assess long-term shifts in populations and communities, and are used 

to determine the óhealthô of the icon site and assess progress against site ecological objectives. Intervention 

monitoring assesses the ecological response to water delivery or other interventions, and also includes 

monitoring of potential risks. 

Management of potential risks associated with on-ground operations at the icon site is an important 

consideration of any management plan. Potential risks come in various forms, and include environmental, 

community, management, and legal risks. Only environmental risks associated with water delivery are 

presented here. Other risk-types are identified within the Hattah Lakes Operational Plan; however, risk 

identification and assessment are continually undertaken throughout the program life-cycle. This includes formal 

workshops such as the Victorian Environmental Water Holder annual watering risk workshop, during the 

development of watering proposals and monitoring activities being proposed under TLM program. Many of these 

can be appropriately managed though monitoring, consultation and adaptive management to reduce the actual 

or perceived risk. 
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This plan supersedes the Hattah Environmental Management Plan 2012 and, following the Basin Plan coming 

into effect in 2012, reflects the aligning of TLM site ecological objectives with the Basin-Wide Environmental 

Watering Strategy (MDBA 2019a). Development and integration of Sustainable Diversion Limit projects into the 

EWMP will be ongoing and align with reviews of high-level planning documents, such as the Basin-Wide 

Environmental Watering Strategy. 

 
Lake Lockie during filling with environmental water (Source MCMA)  
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1. The Living Murray 

The Living Murray (TLM) initiative is one of Australiaôs most significant river restoration programs. It was 

established in 2002 via a partnership between the Commonwealth, New South Wales, Victorian and South 

Australian governments, and is coordinated by the Murray-Darling Basin Authority (MDBA). The initiativeôs 

longȤterm goal is to achieve a healthy working River Murray system for the benefit of all Australians, and in 

doing so contribute to the delivery of the Basin Plan objectives and outcomes. 

The Living Murray aims to improve the environmental health of six icon sites (Figure 1.1) chosen for their 

significant ecological, cultural, recreational, heritage and economic values. The six icon sites are: 

ω Barmah-Millewa Forest 

ω Gunbower-Koondrook-Perricoota Forest 

ω Hattah Lakes 

ω Chowilla Floodplain and Lindsay-Wallpolla Islands (including Mulcra Island) 

ω Lower Lakes, Coorong and Murray mouth 

ω River Murray channel 

 

Figure 1.1. Location of The Living Murray icon sites. 

The Living Murray has recovered around 489 gigalitres1 of water for the environment and completed the largest 

environmental works program of its kind in Australia in 2015. These environmental works or water management 

structures enable water for the environment to be delivered more efficiently and effectively. The success of 

environmental watering is measured against icon site ecological objectives, and is monitored using fish, birds 

and vegetation as an overall indicator of the icon siteôs health. 

 
1 This volume is a long-term average, and the volume available in any given year depends on available 
allocations. 
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Governance and planning arrangements 

The Living Murray is a joint initiative established under the following instruments and managed collaboratively 

by the partner governments: 

ω Intergovernmental Agreement (2004) on addressing water overallocation and achieving environmental 

objectives in the Murray-Darling Basin (IGA 2004) 

ω Supplementary Intergovernmental Agreement (2006) on addressing water overallocation and achieving 

environmental objectives in the Murray-Darling Basin (IGA 2006) 

ω The Living Murray Business Plan 2007 (Business Plan) 

ω Further agreement (2009) on addressing water over-allocation and achieving environmental objectives 

in the Murray-Darling Basin (IGA 2009) 

Since the Basin Plan came into effect in 2012, TLM has evolved to align with the Plan. This alignment has 

included the establishment of the Southern Connected Basin Environmental Watering Committee (SCBEWC) 

by the Murray-Darling Basin Ministerial Council. SCBEWC is made up of Basin state and Australian Government 

environmental water holders, water managers and river operators, who coordinate the delivery of all 

environmental water in the Southern Connected Murray-Darling Basin (MDB) consistent with the Basin Plan 

Environmental Watering Plan (Chapter 8 of the Basin Plan) and its objectives. In addition to the coordination 

function, SCBEWC also makes decisions on the use of jointly held environmental water portfolios ï The Living 

Murray portfolio, River Murray Unregulated Flows and River Murray Increased Flows, and The Living Murrayôs 

monitoring and Indigenous Partnership programs (see Figure 1.2). 

 

Figure 1.2. The Living Murray governance framework. 

While the MDBA plays a key coordination role for SCBEWC and at TLM program level, management and 

delivery of TLM activities at the icon sites are primarily undertaken by relevant agencies in the jurisdictions 

where the icon sites are located. 










































































































































