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The importance 
of northern 
Australian rivers 
and flows

River flows in northern Australia support 
healthy ecosystems that provide a 
wealth of economic, social and cultural 
goods and services such as fisheries, 
recreation and tourism attractions, bush 
tucker, clean water, fertile floodplains, 
biodiversity, connections to Country and 
more. Understanding the links between 
river flows and healthy ecosystems is 
critical to determining how much water 
is needed to maintain these goods and 
services.

Find out more about these projects
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A northern Australian river.

Wet season flows inundate the landscape and replenish 
floodplains, rivers and billabongs. 
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The Northern Australia Environmental Resources Hub 
is demonstrating the immense value and significance 
of Australia’s tropical rivers. River flows to the Gulf of 
Carpentaria sustain commercially important prawn 
and barramundi fisheries and nourish threatened 
shorebirds on their long annual migrations. Indigenous 
peoples’ valued relationships with WA’s Fitzroy River, 
along with new knowledge of environmental water 
needs, are informing a series of principles that are 
being developed for water planning and management 
to guide sustainable water use in the region. And 
in a powerful short film from WA’s Kimberley region, 
senior Gooniyandi artist Mervyn Street has shared 
the vital significance of the Warlibiddi and Martuwarra 
(Margaret and Fitzroy rivers) to Country and people’s 
lives through his art and storytelling.

Impact snapshots
Understanding links  
between Gulf river flows & fisheries

River flows to the Gulf of Carpentaria are an essential 
part of the lifecycle of numerous important fishery 
species, particularly prawns and barramundi. Hub 
research has built on long-term partnerships 
with these fisheries to improve understanding of 
the possible impacts on these fisheries of water 
extraction from Gulf rivers. This research is not just 
supporting good fisheries management, it’s also 
highlighting the water needs of the region’s aquatic 
biodiversity to ensure that water planners can make 
informed decisions about future water development 
in the region.

Discover more project findings or read the final 
component reports: executive summary, banana 
prawn impacts, coastal and floodplain productivity 
and barramundi fishery impacts.

Shoring up food supplies for migratory birds

River flows in the Gulf of Carpentaria are critical 
for ensuring that food is available for migratory 
shorebirds on their long annual migrations 
between Australia and the far northern hemisphere. 
Collaborative research has revealed how important 
the animals living in the mudflats and sandflats are as 
a food source for sustaining shorebirds in the Gulf of 
Carpentaria. This research is supporting Australia’s 
commitments to protecting migratory shorebirds 
and their habitats and informing upstream water 
development in these catchments.

Discover more project findings or read the final report.

A transdisciplinary approach  
to WA’s Fitzroy River water planning

The mighty National Heritage-listed Fitzroy River 
in the west Kimberley has the largest flow of 

Fisheries in the Gulf of Carpentaria could be affected by 
water extraction from Gulf rivers.

Michele Burford

Patch Clapp

The endangered Far Eastern Curlew is a regular visitor to the 
Gulf of Carpentaria.

Hub researchers Leah Beesley, Chris Keogh and PhD 
Student Thiaggo de Castro Tayer sampling fish and algae in 
collaboration with Yimardoo Warra Rangers Jeremiah Green 
and Shaquille Millindee.

Michael Douglas
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Research outputs
The online version of this impact story has a complete 
list of outputs from these projects.

Attributions
We acknowledge Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Peoples as the traditional custodians of the lands on 
which we work. We pay our respects to Elders of the 
past and present, and acknowledge their spiritual 
connection to Country.

•	 Project leaders: Michele Burford (Griffith 
University), Sue Jackson (Griffith University), 
Michael Douglas (The University of Western 
Australia)

•	 Andy Prendergast (Austral Fisheries)
•	 Mark Kenndard, Sarah Laborde, Stephen 

Faggotter, Chris Ndehedehe, Andrew Broadley, 
Chris Brown, Vikki Lowe, Mike Venarsky, Chris 
Frid (Griffith University)

•	 Milena Kiatkoski Kim, Caroline Canham, Leah 
Beesley, Brad Pusey, Samantha Setterfield (The 
University of Western Australia)

•	 Robert Kenyon (CSIRO via Fisheries Research 
and Development Corporation funding)

•	 Julie Robins (Queensland Department of 
Agriculture and Fisheries)

•	 Hayden Tyrrell and Carpentaria Land Council 
Aboriginal Corporation (CLCAC)

•	 Mike Ronan (Queensland Government)
•	 Robert Bush, David Edwards (Queensland Wader 

Study Group)
•	 Roger Jaensch (Jaensch Ornithology and 

Conservation)
•	 Mervyn Street (senior Gooniyandi Traditional 

Owner and artist)
•	 Annie Nayina Milgin, Linda Nardea, Hilda Grey 

(Nyikina knowledge holders)
•	 Mangkaja Arts Resource Agency Aboriginal 

Corporation
•	 Robyn Loomes (WA Department of Water and 

Environmental Regulation).

any river in Western Australia. With increasing 
interest in irrigated agriculture in the region, hub 
research is increasing knowledge of the important 
environmental and cultural water requirements of 
the river, working in partnership with Fitzroy River 
Traditional Owners. Principles being developed 
for water planning and management will be used 
to guide sustainable water use to maintain critical 
ecological processes and Indigenous peoples’ 
valued relationships with the river and its billabongs, 
floodplains and groundwater.

Discover more project findings or read the final report.

Veins of the Country:  
a story by Mervyn Street

In the face of growing interest in the waters of 
the Warlibiddi and Martuwarra (Margaret and 
Fitzroy rivers) in north-west Western Australia, 
hub researchers partnered with Traditional 
Owners to increase our understanding of the 
rivers’ important cultural and environmental 
requirements. In this short film, senior Gooniyandi 
artist Mervyn Street shares his art and storytelling 
about the waters of the Warlibiddi and Martuwarra, 

The Hub is supported through funding from the Australian 
Government’s National Environmental Science Program.

Senior Gooniyandi artist Mervyn Street shares his art 
and storytelling about the waters of the Warlibiddi and 
Martuwarra (Margaret and Fitzroy rivers).

Northern Australia Hub

and the waters’ vital significance to Country and 
people’s lives. Mervyn shares his wisdom to help 
viewers understand the rhythms of water and life 
and what they mean in his philosophical tradition. 
He also hopes it will help viewers understand 
the importance of the Warlibiddi and Martuwarra 
waters to not only sustain life, but also enable 
social connections and sustain culture for future 
generations.

Watch the film or discover more project findings.
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