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Disclaimer 
This book may be of assistance to you, but there is no guarantee that the 

publication is without flaw of any kind or is wholly appropriate for your 

particular purposes and therefore disclaim all liability from error, loss or other 

consequence that may arise from relying on any information in this book. 

This book has been prepared, and supporting documents used, with diligence. 

Statements within this publication that originate from groups or individuals 

have not been evidentially tested. No liability is accepted from any action 

resulting from an interpretation of this book or any part of it. The data in this 

book is arrived at from information sourced and available in the public domain 

at the time. The passage of time, manifestation of latent conditions or impacts 

of future events may necessitate further examination and subsequent data 

analysis , and re-evaluation of the data, findings, observations and conclusions 

expressed in this book. This book has been prepared in accordance with care 

and thoroughness. No warranty or guarantee, whether expressed or implied, is 

made of the data, observations and findings expressed in this book. This book 

should be read in full. I accept no liability or responsibility whatsoever for, or in 

respect of, any use of, or reliance upon, this book by any third party. However, 

I do sincerely hope this book encourages you to enquire about and or further 

evaluate the material presented and diligently follow up on any aspect of 

Otway Ranges water resource management that may have been aroused in 

your mind but not answered. 

 

 

 

 

 25 October 2018 

Malcolm Gardiner 

Email: otwaywater@yahoo.com.au      www.otwaywater.com.au 

www.stopgroundwatermining.com.au 

mailto:otwaywater@yahoo.com.au
http://www.otwaywater.com.au/
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INTRODUCTION 
Attempting to keep abreast of developments and record the process for 
perpetuity is sometimes drawn-out and tedious. Never the less it is most 
important that such a record is kept so that history may not be allowed to 
repeat itself. But more importantly, those people in the position of authority 
and responsibility who act on our behalf are kept accountable. Without this 
the management of the groundwater resources of the Otway Ranges will 
continue to stumble from one disaster to another. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Can you put this 

in the Barwon 

Downs Borefield 

history section for 

me, please? 



Otway Water Book 42D 
5 

982-2018 
Between these dates Barwon Water extraction over 120,000 million litres of 
water from the Barwon Downs Borefield for use within the Greater Geelong 
Region.(1)(2) Extractions during the 1982-83 drought are reported to have 
supplied 50% of Geelong’s needs. During the Millennium Drought this figure 
rose to 70%.(6)(7) 

Unfortunately over this period, and despite numerous predictions and 
warnings of what could/would take place with over extraction, the extractions 
far exceeded what could even be vaguely regarded as sustainable.(6)(10)(11) The 
pumping of water from the Barwon Downs Borefield has been conducted as 
what could best be described, a mining operation. 
 
The short and long term impacts over this 30 year period have been 
comprehensively documented.(3)(4)(5) Prediction of longer term ramifications 
have also been made and include deep water aquifer pollution; more creeks 
and rivers will stop flowing, including the Gellibrand River; fire risk will 
continue to be an ever increasing problem with the creation of desert like 
conditions in the Otway Ranges.(4)(5)(8) 

 
2012 
In the lead up to the licence renewal (June 2019) for groundwater extraction at 
the Barwon Downs Borefield, Barwon Water began to prepare the case for 
renewal. 
 
October 2013 
A Barwon Water Groundwater Community Reference Group (CRG) met for the 
first time.  
 
November 2017 
Barwon Water had planned to have its licence renewal application sent to 
Southern Rural Water by the end of 2017.(14) This has been postponed on 
several occasions since and has now been delayed indefinitely (see pages 7, 9, 17).  
 
2017-2018 
Late in 2017 and early 2018 Barwon Water convened several Community 
Workshops broadening the representation allowing discussion along the lines 
of the CRG deliberations. 
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April 2018 
After nearly five years of deliberations the CRG(13) delivered its 
recommendations to the Barwon Water Board of Management. 
These recommendations included: 

• Implement a remediation plan for known impacts created. 

• No groundwater extraction during this period other than 100 ML/year 
for maintenance of the infrastructure. 

• Fill any knowledge gaps, and  

• continue to monitor the recovery of the borefield so that at the end of 
the remediation process it can be established whether there can be 
future sustainable extractions. 

 
 May 2018 
Barwon Water established a Community Remediation Group to focus on the 
remediation plan for the Big Swamp and Boundary Creek.  
 
Otway Water Book 42B, “A Fresh Start,” deals with some of the difficulties 
encountered with this process and discusses developments since the first 
workshop.(8) Otway Water Book 42C “Dracula Once Again being Given Keys to 
the Blood Bank? (One hopes Not)” has continued this story.(3) 

 
Remediation Workshop 3. (July 2018) 
Otway Water Book 42C covers a multitude of issues and happenings related to 
the remediation of the Barwon and Gellibrand River Catchments, but far the 
most significant item contained in this book is the Minister for Water, Lisa 
Neville’s, press release of 9 August 2018 (see page 7).  
 
 
 

 

Read all about it. 

Water Minister 

makes a stand. 
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. 
 
      Because Barwon Water has delayed any licence renewal application (see Page 

9 Colac Herald Article headed, “Application for pumping postponed”) Southern Rural Water has 
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notified people who applied to be on the Southern Rural Water Community 
Reference Group that the group will not be formed until the licence renewal 
application is made. As things stand this could be years away. This then begs 
the question what happens when the licence expires in June 2019. 
 

This letter makes it appear that there will be a selection 

process put into play re: the Southern Rural Water’s 

Community Reference Group composition. However, 

Grace Mitchell’s letter (see page 35) states all applicants 

have been accepted. 
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It seems quite clear from this press release that the only extractions to take 
place before the implementation of, and success of the remediation plan, will 
be for maintenance of the infrastructure or in emergency situations (also see page 

25). 
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Emergency Situations. 
The section 78 notice has clearly defined how an emergency situation could 
bring about continued groundwater extraction (see page 18). However, Barwon 
Water and the Minister for Water have made assurance that groundwater 
extraction would be at the bottom of any emergency contingency (see pages 23 and 

33). Anglesea groundwater and water kept in storage in the Yarra-Thompson 
system would be utilized first. If need be the desalination plant would be used 
to top up any shortfall from the Yarra-Thompson system.  
“Back up options can be called upon if needed, such as the Melbourne to 
Geelong pipeline, connecting Geelong to the Melbourne water system, which 
is secured by the desalination plant.” Barwon Water’s Infrastructure Systems 
Manager, Dr. Will Buchanan (see Geelong Indy article, page 36). 
 
To deliver water from the Yara-Thompson system to the door of customers in 
Geelong costs approximately $6.80 per 100 litres. Cheap water if it stops the 
devastation taking place from groundwater extraction. 
 
Since early 2018 dramatic shifts have taken place. 
What appeared to be a relatively straight forward licence application back in 
2012 has taken many twists and turns. During 2018 at least two other strands 
of investigation have come to light, involving the future of groundwater 
extraction from the Barwon Downs Borefield. 
The Three Separate Strands of Investigation. 
 
Licence Renewal Remediation of Impacts Permissible 

Consumptive Volume 
(PCV). 

• Barwon Water submits 
an application. 

• SRW sets up a technical 
&  community panels to 
validate and review 
Barwon Water’s 
application. 

• SRW asks for public 
submissions. 

• SRW makes a decision. 

• If no objections the 
licence is granted. 

• If objections the 
decision is appealed at 
VCAT. 

The legally binding directives the 
Minister for Water has initiated as 
set out in section 78 of the Water 
Act, can be found on pages 14-20. 
Barwon Water’s response to these 
directives can be found on pages 
22-25. 
Both these documents are also 
available on the Barwon Water 
website. 

The Minister for Water has 
directed DELWP to review 
the 
Permissible Consumptive 
Volume for the 
Gerangamete Groundwater 
Management Area. This is 
the amount of groundwater 
that can be sustainably 
extracted at the Barwon 
Downs Borefield. 
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These three strands of investigation are interwoven and the outcome of each 
impacts on the final decision of whether groundwater extraction is feasible and 
or sustainable in the future. The Permissible Consumptive Volume review can 
and should go ahead irrespective, and so should the remediation of impacts. It 
would appear that an application for licence renewal is being delayed until the 
outcome of these other two strands is finalized. 
  
Success or Failure. 
This section headed “Success or Failure Depends on Community Involvement,” 
has been taken from Otway Water Book 42C. 

Success or Failure Depends on Community Involvement. 
The question still remains do any of the people charged with carrying 
out the Minister’s wishes and directives understand or know what the 
concerns with the unsustainable extraction of groundwater from the 
Barwon Downs Borefield are? Unfortunately, “Given the significant 
concerns,…” (MinisterNeville) none of the authorities involved in the 
remediation and or licence renewal process have itemised these 
concerns. 
Further it has not been made clear which key waterways are to be 
protected and how their health will be improved. Minister Neville 
states…“Given the significant concerns, I have intervened to ensure 
there is a legally enforceable remediation plan to  improve and 
protect health of key waterways in the Otways.” (MinisterNeville)  With 
this in mind it is paramount that local community input is listened to 
ensuring that these significant concerns and key waterway 
protections are clearly defined and implemented. 
 

Minister’s Directives. 
The Minister’s pro-action… 

a. to discontinue extraction except for maintenance and 
emergency contingencies, 

b. to have a remediation plan for Boundary Creek prepared, and 
c. to include in the plan remediation for the surrounding 

environment impacted by groundwater pumping at the Barwon 
Downs Borefield, 

is most welcome and provides a solid foundation on which to build. 
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And, to state that there will be no further extractions… 
a. while assessment is being completed, and 
b. until ALL remediation work dictated under the remediation plan 

has been completed, 
shows an extremely clear and strong commitment that any future 
extraction will only take place after a thorough examination of what 
can be regarded as a sustainable level.  
 

Miserable Track Record 
This task of conducting a thorough examination and protection of key 
waterways has been given to Southern Rural Water (SRW) and the 
Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) - 
but their track record at implementing earlier Ministers’ directives 
has been miserable and is of some considerable concern. 
 
The question paramount in many people’s mind is will this promised, 
thorough and independent examination that will be led by SRW and 
DELWP be done any better? 
 
Comments made on page 21 of this Book 42D, (regarding s78 part 1.3) indicate that 
little has changed and it is looking likely things will not be done any better. 
 
 

Bringing 

about change 

takes some               

doing. 
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Still no mention in this email has been made of the omissions to the minutes of 
Workshop 3 (August 2018), as outlined in Otway Water Book 42C. These 
omissions will need to be dealt with as the first item on the Workshop 4 
agenda. 
 

Section 78. Is this the start of the change? 
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The following 6 pages contain the Southern Rural Water section 78 notice 
given to Barwon Water. 

. 
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. 
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Regarding the Use of Jacobs’s Reports in the s78 notice 
Sections 1.3 and 1.4 of the s78 notice prepared by Southern Rural Water refers 
to two of Jacobs’s reports. This is of some concern to the local community 
because: 

1. Jacobs work has not been validated, 
2. Jacobs work has not been peer reviewed, 
3. both these things were to be done by Southern Rural Water as part of 

the licence renewal process, and 
4. Southern Rural Water was aware that local community scrutiny of 

Jacobs work found numerous mistakes/inaccuracies etc. 
There will be no confidence in Southern Rural Water’s processes and ability to 
deliver a satisfactory outcome if unvalidated reports are continued to be used 
as credible reference by Southern Rural Water. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NOTE: Beside the declaration at Remediation Workshop 3 in July 2018, that Jacobs’s reports 
have neither been validated or peer reviewed, an example of these processes of review 
having “slipped through the net” can be read in Appendix One pages 45 - 46. 
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The next 5 pages contain Barwon Water’s response to the section 78 notice. 

. 
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.

.
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. 
 
At this juncture it must be reiterated that Barwon Water continues to make an 
effort to be open and transparent in its efforts to; 

• Remediate the impacts caused from groundwater extraction, and 

• Maintain its stance that an application for licence renewal will be made. 
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It is also worthy of note that Labor Minister for Water, Lisa Neville, is the first 
politician in 30 years of struggling to resolve issues created by extraction of 
groundwater from the Barwon Downs Borefield, to actually make a specific 
legislative directive and policy change in an attempt to overcome the 
problems. 
 
Silence of the Liberal/National Coalition. 
Despite years of attempts the Liberal/National coalition refuses to give any 
assurance that the coalition will do anything to resolve the ongoing issues of 
groundwater extraction at Barwon Downs. 
 

. 
 
 
The Liberal/National Parties may not find the difficulties farmers are 
experiencing due to impacts from the groundwater extraction sufficient to do 
anything about it, but the Victorian Farmers’ Federation council most definitely 
does. The VFF moved a motion at council urging the Minister for Water to 
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accept the Barwon Water Groundwater Community Reference Group’s 
recommendations. This she has done. The Liberal/National Coalition has done 
nothing.  
(Otway Water Book 44 deals solely with the farmers’ plight) 
 

Deathly silent. 
There can be absolutely no doubt that Labor Minister for Water, Lisa Neville, 
has made substantial commitment to put things right with verbal, written and 
legally enforceable directives. However, throughout this whole sorry saga the 
Liberal/National coalition “executive” has remained deathly silent. New 
politician and local to the area, MP Richard Riordan, has tabled a petition in 
Parliament asking that groundwater extraction at the Barwon Downs Borefield 
be stopped. How this sits with his party has yet to be played out.  
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The Greens are Active. 
In September Samantha Dunn MP (Greens) made the following statement.  
 

 
Barwon Downs borefield Page 5125  

 

19 September 

2018 
COUNCIL  Adjournment  SAMANTHA DUNN   

   

Ms DUNN (Eastern Metropolitan) (17:44:06) — My adjournment matter tonight is for the 

Minister for Water, Lisa Neville, and pertains to overextraction of groundwater. Barwon 

Water has been pillaging groundwater from the Barwon Downs borefield in the Otways for 

over 30 years. The overpumping has resulted in once-perennial creeks and swamplands 

running dry, including the upper Barwon River for extended periods. 

Some of the environmental and ecological impacts of this overextraction are that platypus, 

blackfish and trout have died out; the Big Swamp wetlands and other wetlands have almost 

dried out; many artesian bores in the region have stopped flowing; and drying wetland low 

flows to creeks and the Barwon River have turned acidic due to acid sulphate soil exposure. 

In 2016 a massive fish kill in 30 kilometres of the Barwon River occurred due to the acid and 

heavy metals released. This year there was another fish kill in the upper Barwon. 

Spontaneous combustion peat fires are occurring in the drying swamps, which are of 

particular concern considering the increasing severity of our summer bushfire season. 

The riparian rights of over 100 farms in the Otway Ranges have been disrupted with 

perennial creeks becoming ephemeral and stream banks drying out. There are indirect 

impacts on the riparian rights for the farms downstream along the Barwon that have less 

water flowing past their land for stock and domestic use. Barwon Water carts water to at least 

one major farm, which is an acknowledgement that their overpumping has led to a localised 

drought. 

The Barwon Downs borefield relies on aquifers 300 to 600 metres below ground, which were 

once artesian, with pressures some 10 metres above ground. However, overextraction over 

many years has led to pressure elevations 50 metres below ground. In the 1980s the 

environmentally safe annual extraction was assessed at 4000 megalitres per year, and in the 

1990s this assessment was lowered to 1500 megalitres per year, but Southern Rural Water, 

the resource manager, granted a licence to Barwon Water to extract 20 000 megalitres per 

year. 

The licence has come up for renewal, and the decision-maker is the Minister for Water and 

member for Bellarine, Lisa Neville, MP. There is a great fear in the community that Barwon 

Water will press for continuation of the 20 000-megalitre-per-year licence or another amount 

well above the safe yield of the aquifer system. There is also a great fear that they will seek to 

continue the outdated conditions that have no regard for the social, environmental or 

economic impacts of overextraction. 

The minister announced on 9 August 2018 that Barwon Water would be legally mandated to 

implement a remediation plan, but it appears that this focuses solely on acidity in Boundary 

http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/daily-hansard/Council_2018/Council_Daily_Extract_Wednesday_19_September_2018_from_Book_14.pdf
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Creek. It is as if Barwon Water is admitting culpability for only a small portion of the total 

impacts that overextraction has had on farms and the environment. The action I seek is that 

the minister listen to the community in the region and cancel the existing extraction licence, 

desist from issuing any further extraction licence to Barwon Water and, given the 

environmental impacts, conduct an independent inquiry into the impact of past extraction. 

Samantha was sent this reply to her queries. 
 

. 
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. 
A gem in this reply is… “There will be community input into the remediation 
plan that will also ensure that the full extent of environmental impact is 
identified and that they are addressed by the remediation plan.” 
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If only this plays out this way – namely - that the full extent of environmental 
impact is identified and addressed. Unfortunately, as is pointed out in Otway 
Water Book 42C the majority of the State Government authority “heads” have 
little idea what has to be remediated. It seems only the locals have any idea. 
 

Who Actually Has Their Finger on the Pulse? 
One difficulty when trying to resolve an issue is the number of people one has 
to deal with. Sometimes it feels that one is being passed from “pillar to post.” 
The following string of correspondence highlights this and makes one wonder 
who actually has “their finger on the pulse.” 
 

This first series of emails covers correspondence between a LAWROC Landcare 
Group treasurer, Minister Neville, Patrick O’Halloran, Keith Armistead, 
Malcolm Gardiner, Grace Mitchell and shows how the roundabout sometimes 
works. 
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. 
 
This email  prompted writing to Patrick O’Halloran in an attempt to make it 
quite clear that there is not a lot  of confidence to be had for the process if the 
people carrying out the Minister’s directives are the very same people charged 
with this task in the  past. 
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Malcolm Gardiner and Neil Longmore are travelling to Melbourne to meet with 
Grace, Patrick, Randal Nott and Richard Marks “in the coming weeks,” to 
discuss some of the topics that have been thrashed around so many times 
before. Richard Marks from the EPA is a new comer to the discussions. Neil has 
been acting as lawyer, for LAWROC Landcare over several issues all related to 
the Barwon Downs Borefield (see pages 37-43).  
 
 
Desalination 
Barwon Water purchases the right to store 16,000,000,000 litres (16 GL) of 
water each year in the Yara-Thompson system. Geelong is connected to this 
system and has already a substantial amount of water kept in reserve. The 
Yara-Thompson can be supplemented by the desalination plant in times of 
need. Indirectly it can be argued that Geelong is “hooked” up to the 
desalination plant. Barwon Water have this assurance of security of water 
supply and safeguard in place for years  to come and during emergencies. 
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Special Area Plan 
In an effort to ensure that everything is being done to resolve and the issues 
involved with unsustainable groundwater extraction from the Barwon Downs 
Borefield another line of enquiry has been taking place. This would involve the 
declaring of a Special Area Plan under the Catchment and Land Protection Act. 
The following correspondence is just a little “peek” into the work the LAWROC 
Landcare lawyer has been conducting at this front. Unfortunately, with little 
success. 
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Sorry Neil, the box 

seems to be empty. 
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It is nearly a month later and there has been no reply, but Neil has maintained 
a dialogue and it would appear there is still room to negotiate. As stated 
earlier, Neil and Malcolm are meeting at 8 Nicholson Street Melbourne on the 
26 October 2018 at which this topic will be discussed. 
(Neil is maintaining a file containing all dealings of this CALP issue) 
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. 
 
 
 
 
 



Otway Water Book 42D 
44 

Conclusion 
The application for the renewal of the groundwater extraction licence for the 
Barwon Downs Borefield has been postponed indefinitely, way past the expiry 
date. What arrangements will be made in the mean time are yet to be 
determined. 
 
The Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning is investigating the 
sustainability of the present Gerangamete Groundwater Management Area 
Permissible Consumptive Volume. 
 
A remediation plan has been set in place as outlined in the Section 78 of Water 
Act notice given to Barwon Water. 
 
Local community input into the remediation process has been promised to be 
at such a level it will “…ensure that the full extent of environmental impacts is 
identified and that they are addressed by the remediation plan.”(see page 30) 

 
The only down side to these promises and developments is the continued 
reliance on inaccurate, unvalidated reports that have not been peer reviewed. 
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Appendix One 

 
 
The full report on this issue involving Southern Rural Water, the CCMA and 
DELWP has been written up in an earlier Otway Water Book. Actually, the 
CCMA had no involvement and after receiving the following email to this 
effect, whether DELWP had been involved or not, was placed on the bottom of 
a lengthy list of priorities.  
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When attempting to ascertain the degree of CCMA assistance given to 
Southern Rural Water to: 

a. accept reports to change the vegetation sites mid-way through a licence 
period, and to 

b. review and scrutinize the 2015 Jacobs’s vegetation report, this was the 
reply from the CCMA. 

 

 
 
Actually, the query was answered in some detail and highlights how easy it is 
that “expert” reports can be accepted unchallenged. 
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