
 

 

 

 

Changes in Australia’s River Systems Since European 
Colonisation 
In many areas of Australia, particularly in the south-eastern parts, rivers were once much 
wider with shallow beds. The rivers systems often had strong bursts of water followed by 
long and dry periods, creating the disconnected ponds called billabongs. 

While there was once a jolly swagman who camped by a billabong, sadly there are much less 
billies boiling today—in part due to modern lifestyles. Nonetheless, Australia’s naturally found 
water and rivers throughout Australia have undergone a dramatic change since the time of 
the first European colonists. 

Affects of European Settlement 
Where the traditional custodians lived off the land, sadly much changed as the land was 
transformed to suit a modern Western-European style of living. The middle of 1900’s brought 
about significant changes with several grand water-related projects including the huge Snowy 
Mountains Hydroelectric Scheme, the Ord River Irrigation Scheme, and the C.Y. O’Conner’s 
Coolgardie Goldfields Water Scheme, to name a few. 

European settlement brought changes not only to the river network, but on the land as well. 
Looking to Western Australia, approximately 85% of the native vegetation their wheat belt 
was cleared for agriculture, and this, in turn, affected the flow of water. Rainfall began to 
move more rapidly across the cleared land, eroding the valuable topsoil, creating erosion 
gullies, and forming steep-sided river beds. The long-term environmental consequences of 
this brought profound changes not only in the water supply, as the river beds became steeper 
and couldn’t carry as much water as before, but also in the diversity and quantity of life, 
particularly for those plants and animals that thrived in these areas. 

Building of Major Dams 
The building of dams to ensure a more reliable water supply became also another significant 
ecological factor, which led to the change of approximately 85% of the pre-colonial river 
length, and to the detriment of ecosystems and about one-third of river species. The quality 
of water was also affected due to land clearing, irrigation and agricultural processes, and 
water run-off began carrying valuable topsoil, soil nutrients, and fertilizers, which posed and 
still poses a significant threat to the highly valuable and very sensitive reefs and coastal 
ecosystems. 
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Changing Attitudes Towards Water in Australia 
So, many changes have taken place to feed the growing population in the land many from all 
parts of the world no call home—Australia. These changes have brought about significant 
changes to the land, many negative, though sadly perhaps necessary and inevitable. The 
story doesn’t need to stop there though, as there is still much to love about the land that can 
still be protected. 

Many Australians realise we can help protect our rivers and land. As evidenced in an 
Australian Bureau of Statistics Water Use and Conservation report, approximately 50 percent 
of Australians who installed rainwater tanks did so primarily to help protect our natural water 
sources. 

Should you be interested to get a rainwater tank that will help to protect Australia’s 
riverways, Clark Tanks are a known and trusted manufacturer of water tanks in the country. 
We would be happy to provide you with a high-quality tank at a competitive price. 
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Clark Tanks is committed to providing quality tanks and products designed to meet the 
needs of Australian home owners, farmers and industries. When you invest in a product to 
do an important job, you want to know your investment is a good one. Our friendly staff 

are happy to advise and provide a competitive solution that meets your needs. 

Phone: 1800 252 758   Website: www.clarktanks.com.au 
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Disclaimer: The information in this document is general and provided solely on the basis that users will take responsibility for 
verifying the accuracy, currency and completeness of all relevant representations, statements and information. No user 
should act on the basis of any matter contained in this publication without considering and, if necessary, taking appropriate 
professional advice upon his or her own particular circumstances. 

While Clark Tanks tries to ensure that the content and information is accurate, adequate or complete, it does not represent or 
warrant its accuracy, adequacy or completeness. Clark Tanks and any associates are not responsible for any loss suffered as a 
result of or in relation to the use of this information. To the extent permitted by law, Clark Tanks excludes any liability, 
including any liability for negligence, for any loss, including indirect or consequential damages arising from or in relation to 
the use of this information. 
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You are free to copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format under the following conditions: 

1. Attribution – You must give credit to Clark Tanks, provide a link to the Web version of this article or to 
https://www.clarktanks.com.au/, provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were made. You may do so in any 
reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses you or your use. 

2. No Derivative Works – If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you may not distribute the modified material. 
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