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This discussion paper forms part of the Department of Water Kimberley regional 
water plan process. We have divided up the Kimberley into six subregions: Ord 
catchment, Fitzroy catchment, and the Dampier Peninsula, North Kimberley, La 
Grange and Desert subregions. 

As a working draft for the Fitzroy subregion, this paper requires review and input from 
stakeholders. It might omissions or outdated information, so it should not be cited or 
used for other purposes outside of this planning process. 

The key issues identified in this draft discussion paper have been drawn from a 
range of documents, forums and discussion with stakeholders. Coverage of these 
issues may not be comprehensive, so they will be reconsidered after consultation 
with key stakeholder groups. 

This discussion paper and feedback provided by stakeholders will be reworked and 
incorporated into the final Kimberley regional water plan. 
Disclaimer: The Department of Water is committed to quality service to its customers 
and makes every attempt to ensure accuracy, currency and reliability of the data 
contained in this document.  However, changes in circumstances after time of 
publication may impact the quality of this information. 

 

If you would like to provide input please contact: 

Department of Water, Kimberley region 
Tel: +61 08 9166 4100 
Email: Kimberleyregionalplan@water.wa.gov.au 
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1 Introduction 
The Fitzroy River basin covers roughly 95 000 square kilometres within the Timor 
Sea Drainage division extending from Halls Creek in the east and the Leopold 
Ranges through to Derby and King Sound in the west as shown in Figure 1. The 
Fitzroy River and its associated catchment have received increasing attention over 
the past decade as various proposals to develop the water resource and floodplain 
have come and gone. There has been significant effort invested by local 
communities, organisations, and government agencies to define and articulate the 
catchments cultural, social, environmental and economic values (Rangelands 
Strategy, 2005). There have been a number of scientific studies carried out 
describing the catchment’s environment and the hydrological character and some 
limited documentation of the rich cultural heritage that continues to sustain the 
majority of the population living within the Fitzroy River basin.  

 
Figure 1 Fitzroy catchment subregion 
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The aims of this discussion paper are to: 
1 describe the current status of water use and management in the Fitzroy 

catchment 
2 identify the key people and groups 
3 identify the key issues facing water management in the catchment for the 

future 
4 suggest future directions and ways forward to manage and resolve identified 

issues. 

This discussion paper will form part of the consultation process for the Department of 
Water’s regional water planning, contributing to a framework for water management 
that clearly recognises and builds upon the significant progress already made by the 
community, local stakeholders, government and other organisations. 
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2 Regional setting 
The Fitzroy River is more than 700 km long with very high annual flow discharge at 
the peak of the wet season, and the catchment covers an area over 95 000 km2 
making it a large and iconic catchment in Western Australia and a significant 
catchment for Australia. The catchment lies within the Canning basin. 
 

 
Figure 2 Fitzroy River 

The Fitzroy catchment has a semi-arid / arid-monsoonal climate with rain falling in 
the wet season between November and April (Beckwith & Associates, 1999). Rainfall 
in the catchment has exceeded the mean annual value in seven out of the last nine 
years (1999–2007). 

The catchment takes in parts of three Kimberley shires; Shires of Wyndham, East 
Kimberley, Halls Creek and Derby, West Kimberley and supports a population of 
approximately 7000 people, living in the two major town centres of Fitzroy Crossing 
and Derby with many people living in small communities (ABS, 2007).  With 
approximately 80 per cent of the population being Aboriginal, the catchment supports 
over 57 Aboriginal communities and their customary economies. There are four key 
language groups with many more localised overlapping dialects in the region, each 
with different connections and responsibilities to the Fitzroy River and its catchment.  

The subregion has experienced a period of rapid growth over the past 10 years. The 
regional economy is primarily supported by mining, tourism, pastoralism, and some 
horticulture and aquaculture with a significant local customary economy (including, 
fishing, hunting, knowledge exchange, language and cultural maintenance as 
examples) being critical for many Aboriginal communities. Most land is under 
pastoral lease holding with 44 stations being fully or partly within the Fitzroy 
catchment subregion (Figure 3). There are some small parcels of Aboriginal Lands 
Trust land mostly reservations around communities. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Fitzroy_River_at_Fitzroy_Crossing.JPG�
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Figure 3 The Fitzroy catchment showing land tenure 

There are two major Native Title determinations within the Fitzroy catchment 
subregion, with several others overlapping the catchment boundary and around five 
registered claims (Figure 4). There are five conservation reserves that fall within the 
subregion boundary. 

 
 



  Kimberley regional water plan working discussion paper 

 

 

 

Department of Water  5 

 
Figure 4 Native Title and Aboriginal communities 
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3 Natural values associated with the 
water resource 

The Fitzroy River and its associated floodplain are considered to have high 
ecological value, which underpins significant cultural, social and economic value 
(Mann & Vernes, 2005). There has been a number of research projects focused on 
the fish biota of the Fitzroy River (Morgan et al., 2004 & 2005) blending western and 
Indigenous knowledge. The Fitzroy River contains 35 of the 43 species of fish known 
in the Kimberley, 18 of which are endemic to the region making it a significant 
watercourse for high biodiversity (Storey et al. 2001; Sutton, 1998). The freshwater 
sawfish (Pristis microdon) and the freshwater whipray (Himantura chaophraya) are 
endangered and listed on the International Union for Conservation of Nature (ICUN) 
international threatened species list (Red List May 1996) (Morgan et al 2004; 
Thorburn et al, 2004). The Camballin floodplain is recognised as supporting 
internationally significant waterbird populations (Halse & Jaensch, 1998). The link 
between the river and its floodplain is highly significant to the maintenance of 
ecological values and the riparian vegetation zone represents a rich source of 
resources such as food and medicine (Storey, 2005). While there has been historic 
pastoral activity in much of the catchment with some degradation of riverine habitats, 
through weed invasion and livestock access the Fitzroy River is considered in 
generally good condition, especially the more inaccessible areas.  

There are clear and specific links between the ecological and cultural values of the 
river, floodplain and permanent pools (Toussaint et al., 2001; Storey, 2001). The 
permanent pools sustained by groundwater recharge are the only enduring water 
sources during the dry season for terrestrial, aquatic and avian fauna and represent 
significant resources for local people (Lindsay & Commander, 2005).  

3.1 The water resource 

The Fitzroy River is one of Australia’s largest and virtually unregulated rivers 
characterised by braiding channels within a wide floodplain and significant lower 
floodplain groundwater storage. Annual river discharge measured at Fitzroy Crossing 
varies between 300 Gigalitres (1992) to 25 000 GL (2000) with most of the flow 
occurring during the wet season between December and March. The river usually 
dries up during the dry season around July or August, leaving a series of 
disconnected permanent pools which are recharged by alluvial groundwater (Lindsay 
& Commander, 2005). 

The Fitzroy River has many tributaries including the Margaret River, Christmas 
Creek, Hann River, Sandy Creek, Geegully Creek, Little Fitzroy River, Collis Creek, 
Adcock River, Cunningham River, Yeeda River, Mudjalla Gully and Minnie River. 

There is strong interaction between the surface water and groundwater hydrology at 
the catchment scale but little is known at a more localised scale. Further investigation 
is planned through a project funded by the National Water Commission into the 
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groundwater and surface water interactions in the lower Fitzroy River catchment, 
downstream of Fitzroy Crossing. 

Water resources of the Fitzroy River have long been utilised by people in the 
catchment. Aboriginal stakeholders have reiterated their dependence on the Fitzroy 
River and its water as central to their lives, culture and sustenance (Toussaint et al., 
2001). Local people’s dependence is rooted deeply in the water cycle with wet 
season flushing, dry season pools, and surface water-groundwater interactions being 
critical in supporting the pools and billabongs during the dry season. Pastoral and 
tourism enterprises have relied on water in the Fitzroy River for many years. 

The water resources of the river have been previously diverted by a barrage at 
Camballin for an irrigation scheme which subsequently failed (see below). A number 
of other dam sites have been investigated  

Exploratory and geotechnical drilling across the river’s floodplain at Willare, Fitzroy 
Barrage and Gogo, have confirmed the presence of an alluvial aquifer comprising a 
20–30 metres thick layer of gravels and sands, overlain by approximately 10 m of 
silts and clays. This aquifer could contain a significant amount of groundwater 
however further investigations are required to quantify the water resource. The 
alluvial aquifer is represented on the Hydrogeological Map of WA (1989) and in part 
on the Derby 1:250 000 hydrogeological map (1992). 

Surface water flow in the river and flood plain recharges the alluvium through the 
river bed during the wet season. During the dry season, river flow is initially 
maintained by groundwater discharge, until declining levels drop below the river bed. 
Permanent pools in the river bed are maintained by groundwater from the alluvium. 

The salinity of dry season river flows indicates the groundwater salinity is generally 
less than 500 milligrams per litre (mg/L) TDS1, however salinity of 500–800 mg/L 
TDS in a stretch centred on Noonkanbah, corresponding to shale outcrop of the 
Noonkanbah Formation, indicates that a considerable portion of the alluvial aquifer is 
brackish. The alluvium receives groundwater discharge from the regional Canning 
Basin aquifers, which vary in salinity. 

Ecological water requirements have yet to be determined, however it is expected that 
consumptive use of the groundwater resource will be constrained by the need to 
maintain dry season river flows and permanent pools, by limiting the allowable 
drawdown at the river bed. .  

3.2 Historical development of water resources 

Since as early as the 1950s the first dam infrastructure was constructed at Camballin 
for a large-scale irrigation scheme. The scheme was implemented to provide a large 
scale rice growing venture with fodder crops, sorghum, oats and cotton also trialled. 
The scheme was plagued by problems associated with wet season flooding which 

                                            
1 Total dissolved salts 
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damaged infrastructure and crops as well as limited water in the dry season due to 
high evaporation rates. The scheme was abandoned in 1983. 

The Camballin barrage (Figure 5) is now used by Liveringa Station which has a 
current licence to impound and extract surface water for irrigated fodder. The barrage 
impounds water on the Fitzroy River and Uralla Creek (a tributary) acts as a feeder 
channel to divert water through a series of modified pools to the Inkarta irrigation 
channel where water is supplied to several centre-pivots. The offtake from the 
mainstream Fitzroy River at Uralla Creek has a sill that is permanently set at a level 
that regulates the amount of water diverted and maintains environmental water 
requirements for the Fitzroy River. 

 
Figure 5 Camballin barrage on the Fitzroy River 

Further major interest in developing the river was expressed by Western Agricultural 
Industries Pty Ltd (WAI) in the late 1990s. WAI proposed to dam the Fitzroy River at 
Diamond Gorge as well as dam sites on the Margaret and Leopold rivers. The plan 
was to use the water resource to irrigate a proposed 225 000 hectares of land south 
and east of Broome to grow cotton. There was strong opposition from the West 
Kimberley community in regards to further impoundment of the Fitzroy River or its 
tributaries and for broad scale cultivation of irrigated, genetically modified cotton. WAI 
abandoned their proposal to dam the river and commenced investigating options for 
off-river storage of groundwater. However this did not progress past the pre-feasibility 
stage, due primarily to strong opposition by the community and specifically traditional 
owners who did not grant access for bore construction. Strong community concern 
resulted from such a large scale development proposal (transcript ‘Cotton on Trial’ 
http://www.environskimberley.org.au/cotton.htm) and continues to be a contentious 
issue in the Fitzroy catchment subregion. 

http://www.environskimberley.org.au/cotton.htm
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There have also been a growing number of proposals for diversification of pastoral 
lands including development of small and medium-scale irrigated cattle fodder, 
timber plantations, horticultural crops, aquaculture, and small-medium scale tourism 
enterprises. The Pastoral Lands Board, responsible for administering diversification 
under the Land Administration Act 1997 requires that diversification activities be 
strongly linked to pastoral activity and provide only secondary income to the primary 
pastoral enterprise. Diversification permits have been variously used as a 
mechanism, in some cases, to effect more significant land use change on pastoral 
leases in the region that have sometimes fallen outside of broader regional planning 
contexts.  

The most recent interest in water resources of the Fitzroy catchment subregion came 
with the proposal to transport water from the Fitzroy River  to Perth. In 2004, a panel 
of experts (Kimberley water for Perth proposal (Appleyard, et al., 2006), investigated 
the viability of transporting water from the Kimberley to Perth and evaluated the 
technical and financial viability of transporting water by canal, pipeline and ocean, in 
supertankers and large synthetic bags towed by tugs. 
The main findings were: 
• The highest cost was $20.5/kL via canal. Current sources for the Integrated Water 

Supply Scheme cost between $0.8-$1.2/kL.  
• While 200 GL/year could be provided from the first day of operation for $5/kL, this 

would require mothballing large parts of existing water infrastructure incurring 
significant further costs per kilolitre.  

• The average household water bill, depending on volumes and conveyance 
method, would increase by 100 to 400 per cent.  

• Pipeline or canal water would be 100 to 200 times more expensive than irrigation 
water currently used in WA, which would make other irrigation projects or 
‘greening of the desert’ unviable.  

The cost of Kimberley water would need to be reduced by 80 per cent to be 
competitive with other potential sources. This is unlikely even with new technologies. 
Based purely on economic feasibility, the expert panel categorically rejected all 
options for transporting water from the Kimberley to Perth. 
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4 Ongoing challenges 
There has been increasing interest in the Fitzroy River’s water resources and the 
subregion’s irrigation potential. The water resources of northern Australia are subject 
to ongoing public discussion around shifting agricultural development to northern 
Australia. A Federal taskforce was assembled in January 2007, coinciding with the 
release of A National Plan for Water Security, to investigate this concept (Howard, 
2007). Previous analyses about agricultural development in the West Kimberley were 
based solely on efficiency arguments employing cost-benefit economic analyses. 
This past thinking has been limited when considering sustainable regional 
development that appropriately considers the environment as well as human and 
social welfare (Greiner and Johnson, 2000).  

It is within this context that planning for water use in the Fitzroy catchment subregion 
is now considered a high priority for the Department of Water and it is particularly 
important to engage the community effectively in a robust planning process whilst 
developing capacity within the community to participate in management.  

The ongoing challenges in water resources management relate to balancing the 
demands for the water resources in terms of economic development versus 
environmental, cultural and social requirements. Impounding in-channel flow can 
result in changed water quality, restrictions to fish migration and changes to the flow 
regime. Impacts of groundwater abstraction from the gravel aquifer are not well 
known and could impact on the river flow and the characteristics of any river pools 
and billabongs, and associated ecology.  

The water resources of the Fitzroy cannot be managed in isolation from other natural 
resource management issues, such as restricting the spread of weeds, protection of 
riparian vegetation, access to the river, and erosion prevention.  

Climate change and its impact on the Fitzroy River, associated aquifers, 
environmental and social and cultural interests are not well understood. Hence 
groundwater and surface water monitoring is vital to understand the resource. There 
could be more, or less, water in the river and alluvial aquifer at any given time of 
year, with the potential for changes to water quality, e.g. saltwater intrusion. 
Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) have 
undertaken a Northern Australia Sustainable Yields (NASY) project across northern 
jurisdictions to determine, broadly, the sustainable yields of certain catchments, 
including the Fitzroy River catchment. The study concluded that Northern Australia’s 
water resources were limited by high evaporation rates and insufficient average 
annual rainfall to meet the annual evaporative demand, even though the northern 
regions receive very high rainfall during the wet season. The report also concluded 
that whilst evaporation is likely to increase in the future with climate change, rainfall 
would not. Details on the NASY project are available on the CSIRO website.   
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5 Current water use and management 
There are approximately 25 current groundwater licences in the Fitzroy catchment 
subregion with an approximate total allocation of less than 2 GL per year. Most of the 
groundwater licences are for Aboriginal community bores, some pastoral bores (for 
diversified activities other than livestock and domestic use), and limited horticultural 
activities. Unlicensed water use includes livestock and domestic bores (pastoral 
industry) and possibly some tourist operations and Aboriginal community bores. 
There is currently no allocation limit set for the catchment, as this information is not 
yet available or determined through an allocation planning process. 

There are three surface water licences issued in the subregion, the most significant 
allocation being approximately 6 GL per year at Liveringa Station for irrigation of 
fodder crops.  

Groundwater and surface water resources are totally dependent on river flows. 
Surface water measurement began in the mid 1960s with gauging stations at Fitzroy 
Crossing, Diamond Gorge, Phillips Range and MeNoSavy with other stations 
temporarily set up at Mt Winifred and Mt Krauss (Figure 6). More recently, other 
stations were established such as Fitzroy barrage, Christmas Creek, Margaret 
Gorge, Noonkanbah, Looma and Willare primarily to support flood monitoring of the 
Fitzroy River.  

Department of Water currently maintains 13 surface water gauging stations in the 
Fitzroy River catchment, eight of which are located on the Fitzroy River itself and five 
located on tributaries. Long-term stream flow records are limited and little water 
quality monitoring has been carried out. The department is working to enhance 
understanding of low flow characteristics of the Fitzroy River.  

Groundwater monitoring is not extensive across the Fitzroy catchment subregion and 
is limited mainly to developed areas around Derby and for large-scale mining 
operations active in the subregion such as those at Lennard Shelf and Panoramic 
Resources. Groundwater availability studies are limited, the latest being a desktop 
study assessing the Fitzroy River alluvium as a groundwater resource, and the 
interaction with surface water flows (Lindsay & Commander, 2005). There is further 
work required to better assess the potential for abstracting groundwater in this 
subregion Lindsay and Commander (2005) recommended further field investigations 
to be undertaken. 

In addition to surface water and groundwater monitoring, Department of Water is 
commencing a project funded by the National Water Commission and Raising 
National Water Standards to study the hydrological interactions between surface 
water  and groundwater. Current hydrological and hydrogeological knowledge for the 
Fitzroy River is limited and insufficient to support management decisions. This project 
is considered an integral component of future understanding for catchment planning 
and risk assessment of the lower Fitzroy River. 
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Figure 6 The Fitzroy River catchment showing river and waterway features, with 

Department of Water gauging stations 
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6 Stakeholder overview 
There are a diverse range of stakeholders in the Fitzroy catchment subregion 
engaged in water use and management. Of the  44 pastoral properties within the 
catchment, 16 of them are Aboriginal pastoral lease holdings. Pastoral land 
managers are represented by several groups, namely the Pastoral and Graziers 
Association (PGA), the more localised West Kimberley Land Conservation District 
Committee (LCDC) and the Kimberley Aboriginal Pastoral Industry (KAPI). More 
recently the West Kimberley Agricultural Association has been formed to represent 
some key West Kimberley water users with interest in development of pastoral 
diversification and agricultural enterprises. Pastoralists have been engaged in a 
range of natural resource management processes and projects over the years, such 
as the Kimberley Regional Fire Management Project and more recently Fitzroy 
Catchment Action Management group (FitzCAM). 

Aboriginal people in the region have been engaged in natural resource management 
(NRM) and research through various avenues, such as the Kimberley Land Councils 
Land and Sea Management Unit (KLC-LSMU), Kimberley Language and Resource 
Centre (KLRC), Kimberley Aboriginal Law and Culture Centre (KALACC), projects 
through Northern Australian Indigenous Land and sea Management Alliance 
(NAILSMA), the NRM planning process (RCG, 2005), NHT Rivercare program, and 
various research projects (partnered by Government departments and research 
organisations). The NRM process has captured some community values and 
aspirations for water management providing valuable information to underpin 
planning and future projects in the Kimberley region.  

The original Caring for Country program, supported by the Commonwealth, assisted 
Aboriginal people to engage in land and water planning and management and 
proposals are currently being prepared for the latest Commonwealth NRM initiative, 
Caring for our Country. NAILSMA has now established the Indigenous Water Policy 
Group through funding from the National Water Commission to provide a voice for 
Indigenous people through the national water reform and water planning. 

FitzCAM is a Fitzroy River catchment representative group with stakeholders from all 
sectors including mining, pastoral, fishing, tourism and also catchment residents and 
all Aboriginal language groups are represented. This is an important development in 
progressing towards an inclusive NRM management framework. 
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7 Planning activities 
The history of development in the Fitzroy catchment subregion has driven reactive 
stakeholder engagement in water planning and management of the catchment. There 
are a range of stakeholders that have been contributing to planning and research in 
the catchment for a long period of time. For example, Environs Kimberley, a local 
non-profit organisation, was established in 1999 to campaign against the WAI 
proposal to dam the Fitzroy River and they have now become a key driver in regional 
planning with a particular focus on protecting the river from inappropriate 
development.  

More recently, a core group of stakeholders convened the Kimberley Appropriate 
Economies Roundtable in Fitzroy Crossing in October 2005 (Hill et al., 2006), which 
was a significant contribution to community-driven planning in this region. The 
Roundtable resulted in development of 11 principles for appropriate regional 
development which were put forward to all stakeholders and government to adopt. 
There were also numerous recommended actions and outcomes agreed to, some of 
which were specific to water resource management in WA (Jackson, 2005a; Seidel, 
2005). 

Building on the work from the Kimberley water forum held in March 2008 a forum 
jointly convened by the Department of Water, Environs Kimberley, Kimberley Land 
Council, Department of Agriculture and Food, and Tropical Rivers and Coastal 
Knowledge (TRaCK) succeeded in bringing together key Kimberley stakeholders to 
share information about water planning and management and to set the scene for 
Kimberley-wide water planning. 

A recently funded project has seen the development of a Fitzroy River catchment 
reference group called FitzCAM. The group comprises representatives from all 
Indigenous language groups across the catchment, pastoralists, environmental 
groups, horticulturalists and key organisational and government stakeholders to form 
a representative catchment group. The project also has objectives to build the 
capacity of the Fitzroy catchment community to represent the catchment for planning 
and management, share views and issues, and develop catchment management 
projects. 

7.1 Research and current initiatives 

It is important to recognise that key organisations have been working together to 
build the local capacity for community engagement in land and water planning and 
management (Table 2), through a range of initiatives over the last 10 years. There 
has been a growing interest in the value of water in the Fitzroy catchment subrregion 
and there is now more widespread recognition of its ecological, cultural and possible 
economic value. This is evidenced by the growing body of literature focused on the 
Fitzroy River as well as the broader interest in research involvement in the region. 

Several examples of this include the New Opportunities for Tropical and Pastoral 
Agriculture (NOTPA), Northern Agricultural Irrigation Futures and the Tropical Rivers 
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and Coastal Knowledge (TRaCK) research consortium. NOTPA was a program 
established by the Department of Agriculture and Food to support the investigation 
and development of agricultural enterprises in pastoral areas and Indigenous 
communities (Table 2). This is particularly relevant to pastoral diversification 
opportunities and was focused on the West Kimberley. Ongoing funding for the 
NOTPA program has not been confirmed. 

TRaCK is an integrated research program, primarily funded by Land and Water 
Australia. The Fitzroy River catchment has been identified as one of three focus 
catchments within northern Australia to be studied as part of the four year $16 million 
research investment. The Department of Water is the lead state government 
management agency in WA for involvement in TRaCK.  

Table 1 Projects or initiatives of relevance to water planning in the Fitzroy 

Stakeholder Project or initiatives 

Camballin barrage Fishway A group of stakeholders have been discussing the idea of a 

fishway to be constructed on the Camballin barrage. 

Environs Kimberley is leading a feasibility study and a 

stakeholder consultation process. 

FitzCAM (Fitzroy Catchment 

Action Management) 

Fitzcam is a reference group for the Fitzroy catchment, 

currently funded by the Commonwealth government through 

NHT. 

Fitzroy Futures Planning process jointly run by Bunuba and Department for 

Planning and Infrastructure. 

Indigenous Water Policy Group 

(IWPG) 

Supported by NAILSMA to bring together indigenous people 

to contribute to water policy and planning and keep abreast 

of water reform. 

Irrigation Review (2005) Independent review of irrigation potential in WA prepared for 

the Government of Western Australian.  

Kimberley Appropriate 

Economies Roundtable 

A community-driven planning event. The meeting looked at 

options, principles and actions that promote appropriate and 

sustainable development with a focus on the Fitzroy valley 
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Stakeholder Project or initiatives 

but also more broadly across the Kimberley. 

Majala Incorporated Riverside communities project. 

National Heritage Listing 

Assessment 

The Commonwealth government is undertaking a heritage 

assessment that encompasses part of the Fitzroy catchment. 

This process aims to identify key areas of high 

environmental and cultural heritage for possible inclusion on 

the National heritage listing. The process might overlap with 

some of this planning work. 

National Water Initiative Australia’s blueprint for national water reform – to which the 

Government of Western Australia is a signatory. 

New Opportunities for Tropical 

and Pastoral Agriculture 

(NOTPA) 

Objectives:  

1 to identify opportunities in pastoral and tropical 

agriculture which have a high chance of success and 

economic impact on the two regions 

2  to support the identification and capture of economic 

opportunities for indigenous communities 

3 to develop new opportunities that meet community 

values and expectations 

4 to develop opportunities that aim for sustainability 

beyond the life of the project. 

Northern Agricultural Irrigation 

Futures (NAIF) 

Providing new knowledge, tools, and processes to support 

debate and decision making regarding irrigation in northern 

Australia: The NAIF project seeks to add value to 

government and community processes addressing natural 

resource management in order to ensure existing irrigation in 

northern Australia, and any new irrigation if developed, is 
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Stakeholder Project or initiatives 

done so sustainably within a catchment context. 

Northern Australia Water Futures 

Assessment (NAWFA) 

Commonwealth government 

State Water Plan 2007 A strategy for ensuring sustainable water future for Western 

Australia. 

Tropical Rivers and Coastal 

Knowledge (TRaCK) 

A research hub that brings together Australia’s leading 

tropical river and coastal scientists and managers to provide 

knowledge and processes for managing the region. 

Tropical Rivers Inventory and 

Assessment Project (TRIAP) 

A risk assessment process was trialled in the Fitzroy 

catchment with key stakeholders via a workshop held in 

Derby in 2006. Assets and threats were identified then a risk 

model was used to explain the interactions between them. 

Water Planning The Department of Water’s strategic water planning 

program. 

Waterways Awareness Program 

(and previously Ribbons of 

Blue) 

Department of Water is developing a community 

education/awareness program aimed at increasing 

community awareness and understanding about local water 

quality, and embedding skills for water monitoring 

Yiriman project ‘Back to country’ project that supports leadership, land 

management and community development: many joint 

projects and partnerships (Shire of Derby/West Kimberley, 

Department of Justice, Department for Communities, KLC 

Land and Sea Unit, KLRC, NAILSMA). 

7.2 Issues of significance 

Some of the key water management issues that have emerged over discussions with 
stakeholders through a range of projects, consultations and forums in the Fitzroy 
catchment subregion include: 
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Water regimes in the Fitzroy River 

• Dams on the Fitzroy. There has been significant public opposition to any 
further impoundment of the Fitzroy River, as highlighted when the WAI 
proposal was being investigated and more recently when talking to 
stakeholders through the Kimberley Water for Perth process (Beckwith 
Environmental, 2006). Natural flow regimes have been identified by most 
stakeholders as important. 

• Camballin barrage (at Liveringa). There are mixed opinions about the 
Camballin barrage with some community members wanting the structure 
removed to restore fish passage and others wanting it retained for commercial 
purposes and because it is a good fishing spot. There is a project being 
carried out at the moment to investigate the feasibility of a fishway on the 
barrage which includes stakeholder views on the barrage. 

• Inter-basin transfer of water from Fitzroy to Perth or other states. An analysis 
of stakeholder input to the recent proposal to transfer water from the Fitzroy 
River to Perth found that Kimberley people were not receptive to the concept. 
There was particular opposition to any significant impoundment (damming) of 
the Fitzroy River. 

• Maintenance of flow regime. The Fitzroy River has very high peak flows in the 
wet season and the surface water ceases to flow every year in the dry season 
when the river dries up into a series of pools. This seasonal fluctuation is 
considered critical for the maintenance of ecological, social and cultural values 
associated with the flow regime. 

• Groundwater. The groundwater associated with the Fitzroy River alluvium has 
significant connectivity to the surface water influencing the patterns of pool 
formation expressed at the surface. It is important to understand the way this 
works so any impacts on abstraction of groundwater can be managed. 

Development and land-use impacts 

• Water use for agricultural development within the catchment (scale and type). 
Development of agricultural enterprises in the region is generally accepted by 
community but the scale and type needs to be appropriate to the environment 
and region (Kimberley Appropriate Economies Roundtable, 2005; DAFWA, 
2007; NALWT, 2009). 

• Weeds and waterway management. Invasive weeds along the Fitzroy River 
(such as Noogoora Burr) limits peoples access to the river and is an issue for 
livestock management in the Fitzroy catchment subregion. 

• Erosion of river banks (through road maintenance activity, grazing, and 
clearing). Erosion issues within the Fitzroy floodplains has been identified as 
an issue by local people over the years, particularly at nodes of development 
such as clearing for infrastructure and at the Camballin barrage. 

• Access to the river (tenure and weedy riverine environment). Pastoral leases, 
other special leases and modified or degraded environments have, in some 
places, restricted public and traditional owner access to the river. This is a 
significant issue for people living in the Fitzroy catchment. 
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• Water quality. Maintenance of good water quality is raised as a key issue for 
the people on the Fitzroy River.  

Water management and planning 

• Water licences – what is a licence? Why are there licences? Community 
require simple information about licensing, for example: Will stock and 
domestic use require a licence in future? Does community water supply 
require licences? 

• Future water allocation. How will water be allocated for future use and in 
particular how will Indigenous people be included in water resource 
development? The department is responding to emergent discussion about 
ensuring that Indigenous people have equitable access to the water market, 
particularly in context of water market reforms. Development of policy on 
Indigenous access to water for economic futures is required. 

• Engagement in policy, planning and legislative reform. There is a growing 
expectation for good water planning, and new policy and legislation to 
incorporate community values and aspirations. Therefore engagement in 
these processes is important. People also need information about water and 
its management. 

7.3 Policy development and future directions 

The Kimberley regional water plan aims to set out some avenues and future 
directions for addressing water management issues that have been identified. It 
establishes some commitments from the Department of Water, as to how the 
department will proceed over the next 10 years, while acknowledging the other 
activities that enhance water resource management in the area. 

Three main areas of focus have been identified. In this section we try and articulate a 
key objective (i.e. Where do we – government and community – want to be in the 
next 10–20yrs with this) against each topic area then suggested some ways (or 
actions) to achieve it. 

Table 2 Key objectives for the Fitzroy River subregion 

Suggested objective Suggested actions 

1 River values and water regimes in the Fitzroy River 

The Fitzroy River’s important ecological and 

cultural values continue to be maintained at a 

low level of risk by a water regime that 

closely matches its natural wet season and 

dry season pattern and variability 

1.1 Ecological and cultural values. The Fitzroy 

River’s important ecological, cultural and social 

values be clearly identified. 
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Suggested objective Suggested actions 

  

 1.2 Surface water/groundwater interactions. 

Investigate the interactions between surface 

water and groundwater, to understand alluvial 

groundwater recharge mechanisms and how 

the groundwater supports the river low flows 

and pools in the dry season (Department of 

Water studies underway at present but there is 

a need for more detailed hydrological 

investigation and assessment, continuation of 

surface water gauging and requirement for 

more groundwater investigation). 

1.3 Water regime. Identify the water regime 

required to maintain the Fitzroy River’s 

ecological and cultural values at a low level of 

risk. 

2 Development and land use impacts  

No major dams on the Fitzroy River, with 

appropriate small to medium scale water 

development primarily based on alluvial 

aquifer extraction replenished by wet season 

flood flows. Make sure the scale and location 

of any areas developed for irrigated 

agriculture on the flood plain have been 

carefully selected to avoid serious flood 

damage, erosion and water quality problems 

due to pesticides, fertilisers etc.  

2.1 Water development options. Investigate the 

most appropriate form and location of water 

development to support small and medium 

scale irrigated agricultural activity. In particular 

the scale and location of potential extraction 

from the alluvial aquifers that could be 

achieved without adverse impact on the river 

low flows and pools in the dry season.  
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Suggested objective Suggested actions 

 

 2.2 Review and Assessment. The Department 

of Water will work with the Department of 

Agriculture and Food WA to carry out a review 

of the previous irrigation project at Camballin.  

The Department of Water will work to integrate 

land and water management with other 

relevant agencies and through NRM 

partnerships and other regional planning 

activities. 

3 Water management and planning  

The Fitzroy River catchment has an 

integrated catchment management plan in 

place to guide activity and development with 

adequate resources to implement the plan 

with appropriate capacity development and 

training. 

3.1 Policy development. Indigenous access to 

water for commercial purposes. 

3.2 Allocation planning. The department will 

prioritise the Fitzroy River for more detailed 

water management planning.  

7.4 The planning process — next steps 

The Department of Water wants to ensure that the community feel the key issues 
and character of the Fitzroy catchment subregion have been captured broadly by this 
discussion paper. The key issues and future directions taken from this will form the 
basis of the Fitzroy catchment component of a Kimberley-wide regional water plan.  

The Kimberley regional water plan will help guide the Government of Western 
Australia in the development of some key policy positions and will identify areas that 
need more detailed water planning (i.e. those areas that have significant 
development pressures emerging). 

The department will continue to engage with key community organisations such as 
FitzCAM to find out if this paper covers most of the key issues, then revise 
accordingly and feed this into the overall Kimberley regional water plan. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A — An overview of key stakeholder groups in 
the Fitzroy subregion 

Fitzroy stakeholders Involvement in the Fitzroy 

Bunuba Inc. Indigenous organisation in Fitzroy Crossing. 

Centre for Appropriate Technology 
(CAT) 

Sustainable livelihoods for communities of Indigenous 
people through appropriate technology. CAT provides 
information, knowledge and practical services across 
a range of areas including energy, housing and 
infrastructure, water, waste, telecommunications, 
transport and technical skills development. 

Department of Agriculture and Food 
Western Australia (DAFWA)  

The state government agency assisting the state’s 
agriculture, food and fibre sectors to be sustainable 
and profitable, with a clear focus on export-led 
growth. 

Did manage the previous project New opportunities 
for Tropical and Pastoral Agriculture (NOTPA) – 
facilitating pastoral diversification and development 
opportunities and, with its Indigenous pastoral 
support program providing assistance to help people 
develop and run pastoral enterprises. 

Department of Environment and 
Conservation (DEC) 

Joint Management of Geikie Gorge with Bunuba; 
Administers the Environmental Protection Act 1986 
(WA) (vegetation clearing and pollution licensing), the 
Conservation and Land Management Act 1984 (WA), 
the Wildlife Conservation Act 1950 (WA). 

Department of Environment, Water 
Heritage and the Arts (DEWHA) 

Commonwealth government department responsible 
for National Heritage listing process 

Department of Fisheries Develop all policy for fisheries management including 
fishing licences, aquaculture, bag-limits, reserve 
management. 

Department of Planning (Planning WA) Structure planning and land-use in communities 
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Fitzroy stakeholders Involvement in the Fitzroy 

Department of Water  Leads the state government water planning and 
management program conducts waterways 
management, provides water information and water 
licensing and has some involvement in water service 
to remote communities. 

Environs Kimberley (EK) Non-profit environmental advocacy group. 

Indigenous Land Corporation (ILC) Assists Indigenous people acquire, manage and 
develop land. Has also been involved in the DAFWA 
Indigenous pastoral support program. 

Indigenous water policy group (IWPG) Supported by NAILSMA. IWPG brings together 
Indigenous people, to contribute to water policy and 
planning and keep abreast of water reform. IWPG 
has launched an Indigenous Water Facilitators 
network. 

Kimberley Aboriginal Law and Culture 
Centre (KALACC) 

Its objective is: “To assist and promote the 
ceremonies, songs and dance of Kimberley 
Aboriginal people, to encourage and strengthen their 
social, cultural and legal values and ensure their 
traditions a place in Australian society. ” 

Kimberley Aboriginal Pastoral 
Association (KAPA) 

Association to represent Indigenous pastoralists in 
the Kimberley (approximately 30 per cent of pastoral 
stations are owned and managed by Indigenous 
people). 

Kimberley Development Commission 
(KDC) 

The Kimberley Development Commission is a 
statutory authority of the Government of Western 
Australia. Its role is to promote the economic and 
social development of the Kimberley region of 
Australia. 

Kimberley Language Resource Centre 
(KLRC) 

Supporting the transmission of language and culture 
for maintenance of cultural heritage and connection 
to country. 

Kimberley Land Council - Land and Sea 
Unit (KLC-LSU) 

Represents traditional owners and facilitates 
Indigenous engagement. 

Kimberley Regional Fire Management 
Project (KRFMP) 

An existing Natural Heritage Trust fire management 
project. Another fire project has replaced this one. 
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Fitzroy stakeholders Involvement in the Fitzroy 

Kimberley Sustainability Project KDC and KLC – Commonwealth funded 

Lingiari Foundation The Lingiari Foundation is a non-government 
Indigenous organisation that undertakes research on 
the development of Indigenous rights in Australia, 
and the relationship between that movement and the 
international struggle for Indigenous rights. Led by 
Pat Dodson. 

Lower Fitzroy Management Group For management of unauthorised camping, fishing 
and access to lower Fitzroy River 

North Australian Indigenous Land and 
Sea Management Alliance (NAILSMA) 

Peak Indigenous NRM group for northern Australia. 

Pastoral and Graziers Association 
(PGA) 

The PGA is a non-profit industry organisation in 
Western Australia which represents primary 
producers of wool, grain, meat and livestock. Key 
consultative group for pastoralists across the region. 
Activities the PGA are involved in the region include 
the Biosecurity group, Fitzcam and LCDCs 

Pastoral Lands Board (PLB) Administers the Land Administration Act 1997 for 
pastoral leases and pastoral diversification. 

NRM Rangelands Coordinating Group 
(RCG) 

Administers Natural Heritage Trust funds and the 
implementation of the Kimberley NRM strategy. 

Shire of Derby West Kimberley Local government authority governing the western 
part of the Fitzroy catchment subregion. 

Shire of Halls Creek Local government authority governing the eastern 
part of the Fitzroy catchment subregion. 

West Kimberley Agricultural Association A newly formed group of horticulturalists, irrigators 
and pastoralists engaged in diversified activities. 

West Kimberley LCDC This pastoral-based landcare group is active in the 
West Kimberley. 

World Wildlife Fund for Nature (WWF) Kimberley Wetlands Program – helping to identify 
significant wetlands with community involvement. 
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Appendix B — Government policy and legislation 

The National Water Initiative 

The National Water Initiative (NWI) is an intergovernmental agreement between 
Australia’s federal, state and territory governments to improve the management of 
the nation's water resources and provide greater certainty for future investment.  

The NWI signifies a shared commitment to water reform and places an emphasis on 
ensuring greater national compatibility in the way the nation measures, plans for, 
prices, and trades water, and a greater level of cooperation between governments. 

A strong emphasis on understanding the social impacts of change and embedding 
social science in the decision making is a feature of the initiative (Ray & Kalaitzis, 
pers. comm., 2007). The NWI also has a clear imperative to involve Indigenous 
people into water planning and recognise rights and values associated with water 
resources.  

Legislative reform 

Western Australia is currently rewriting old water legislation, combining 11 old Acts 
into two Acts: the water services Act and the water resource management Act. This 
is a requirement of the NWI and will reform the state’s ability to manage water 
appropriately. 

Policy development 

Along with new legislation, policy positions are being developed to guide the state 
government in a range of decisions.  

One such policy which is critical importance to Kimberley stakeholders is Indigenous 
access to water for commercial use. The Department of Water is engaged with the 
national debate on this issue, being a key member of the Indigenous Water Policy 
Group’s Policy Engagement Group. These stakeholders will guide policy 
development.  
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Shortened forms 
CAT  Centre for Appropriate Technology  

CSIRO  Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 

DAFWA Department of Agriculture and Food Western Australia 

DEC  Department of Environment and Conservation 

DEWHA Department of Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts 

EK  Environs Kimberley 

FitzCam Fitzroy Catchment Action Management Group 

ICUN  International Union for Conservation of Nature 

ILC  Indigenous Land Corporation 

IWPG  Indigenous Water Policy Group 

KALACC Kimberley Aboriginal Law and Cultural Centre 

KAPA    Kimberley Aboriginal Pastoral Association 

KAPI  Kimberley Aboriginal Pastoral Industry 

KDC  Kimberley Development Commission 

KLC  Kimberley Land Council 

KLRC  Kimberley Language Resource Centre 

KRFNP Kimberley Regional Fire Management Project 

LCDC  Land Conservation District Committee 

NAIF  Northern Agricultural Irrigation Futures 

NAILSMA Northern Australian Indigenous Land and Sea Management Alliance 

NASY Northern Australia Sustainable Yields 

NAWFA Northern Australia Water Futures Association 

NOTPA New opportunities for Tropical and Pastoral Agriculture 

NWC   National Water Commission 

NWI  National Water Initiative 

NRM  Natural-resource management 

PLB  Pastoral Lands Board 

PGA  Pastoral and Graziers Association 

RCG  NRM Rangelands Coordinating Group 

TRIAP  Tropical Rivers Inventory and Assessment Project 

WAI  Western Agriculture Industries 

WAPC  Western Australian Planning Commission  

WEED  Weed Education Eradication Delivery 

WKAA  West Kimberley Agricultural Association 

WWF  World Wildlife Fund 
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