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The Gellibrand River estuary is located in south west Victoria 
near the township of Princetown. The Gellibrand River 
system supplies water to the town of Colac, from its upper 
reaches and Warrnambool, Terang and Camperdown from its 
mid and lower reaches. 

The Gellibrand River estuary has high environmental and 
social value. The Princetown Wetlands-Gellibrand Estuary are 
listed in the Directory of Important Wetlands of Australia. 
There are a number of rare birds that call the Gellibrand River 
estuary home such as the Eastern Great Egret, Australasian 
Bittern, Little Egret and the Royal Spoonbill.  

The Great Ocean Walk passes the Gellibrand River estuary. 
Public camping is provided at the Princetown Recreation 
Reserve. The reserve is a popular spot for anglers, hikers and 
caravaners. 

The picturesque eastern shoreline near the mouth of the 
Gellibrand River estuary. 

 
 

 

 

This brochure summarises twelve 
months of EstuaryWatch estuary 
mouth condition and physical and 
chemical data. Gellibrand River 
EstuaryWatch volunteers monitor 
four physical and chemical sites 
during each monitoring session. In 
2016, volunteers conducted 45 
monitoring sessions. 

The Gellibrand River estuary is an intermittently open estuary. In 2016 there were 
two artificial estuary openings recorded, March 12 (1.44m AHD) and a failed 
attempt on May 9 followed a successful opening on May 12 (1.90m AHD). No 
natural openings were recorded.  

The water temperature ranged from 24.3 °C in summer to 8.9 °C in winter. The 
highest water temperature was recorded in the surface waters at the Old Coach 
Road bridge (G2). Over the 12 months salinity ranged from 0.1 - 36.2ppt 
throughout the estuary. At the Old Coach Road bridge (G2) the water column was 
stratified every month except for July, August and September when the estuary 
was mostly fresh water. On March 13 after the artificial opening of the estuary 
mouth, the dissolved oxygen levels at sites G2 and L1 were extremely low, 0.3-
0.8% saturation, this would have stressed oxygen dependant organisms such as 
fish. The pH levels throughout the year were within the relatively healthy range of 
5.6 – 7.8 pH units. The low values of 5.6 were recorded on the March 19 from the 
Coxon’s Bridge (G5) the most upstream site, indicating potential inputs from acid 
sulphate soils draining from the floodplain following the opening of the estuary 
mouth. EstuaryWatch records at Gellibrand River estuary extend from 2007 and 
can be viewed at www.estuarywatch.org.au 

 

 

 
Aerial photo of the Gellibrand River estuary including the location of 
the active EstuaryWatch sites. Source: Google Maps satellite image. 

 

EstuaryWatch volunteers measuring the beach berm at the mouth of 
the Gellibrand River estuary on 16th April 2016. The berm measured 
84.2m. The estuary mouth was closed for a period of 38 days.  

 

 

 

Floodwaters covering the Rivernook bridge (site G4) on 
September 17, 2016. At the time the estuary mouth was 
open, the water level at site G2 was 1.06AHD, and river 
discharge recorded at the Burrupa gauge station was 
7,909Ml/day, the highest daily discharge in 2016. 

– Join the Gellibrand River EstuaryWatch group. 

www.estuarywatch.org.au 

– Register the estuary as a clean-up site for Clean Up 
Australia Day. 

www.cleanupaustralia.org.au 

– Join a local environment group such as Princetown 
Landcare to find out about working bees and 
information sessions. 

http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/get-involved/friends-   
groups/friends-groups-a-z-listing/princetown-
landcare-group 

– Share what you have learnt from this annual summary 
with a friend or family member. 

Threats to the Gellibrand River estuary 

– Degraded estuarine vegetation 

– Degraded water quality 

– Disturbance of acid sulphate soils 

– Artificial estuary openings 

– Invasive flora and fauna 

– Livestock access 

– Reduced floodplain connectivity 

Type of Estuary: 
Riverine 

Location: -38.700573, 

143.15997 

Nearest town: 
Princetown 

Estuary length: 
8.753km 

River length: 120.137km 

Mouth state: 
Intermittently open 
 
Description: The Gellibrand River 
rises in the Otway Ranges, near 
Kawarren, before flowing south 
through Gellibrand and 
Chapplevale and meeting the coast 
at Princetown. 

Date range:   
01/01/2016 – 31/12/2016 

GELLIBRAND RIVER ESTUARY 2016 

http://www.estuarywatch.org.au/
http://www.estuarywatch.org.au/
http://www.cleanupaustralia.org.au/
http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/get-involved/friends-groups/friends-groups-a-z-listing/princetown-landcare-group
http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/get-involved/friends-groups/friends-groups-a-z-listing/princetown-landcare-group
http://parkweb.vic.gov.au/get-involved/friends-groups/friends-groups-a-z-listing/princetown-landcare-group


 

 

For all four monitoring sessions chosen for the Estuary Snapshots, photo point photos and a longitudinal profile of the estuary from 
site G2 (Old Coach Road Bridge) to site G5 (Coxon’s Bridge) is displayed. The longitudinal profile shows the depth, salinity and 
percentage saturation of dissolved oxygen (DO) at each monitoring site from the surface of the water column to the bottom. 

 

 

Waves from the large swell on May 4, 2016 crossing the beach 
berm and entering the Gellibrand River estuary when the 
estuary mouth was closed. 

A large swell hit the south west coast of Victoria on May 3 
and 4. This resulted in waves overtopping the beach berm 
at the mouth of the closed estuary. The increasing rainfall 
at this time resulted in greater river flows to the estuary. 
Seven day average river discharge prior to the event was 
161Ml/day, from May 3 to May 12 discharges averaged 
347Ml/day. During this time hundreds of small Galaxiids 
(native fish) were observed in the surface waters near the 
estuary mouth. Several unsuccessful attempts were made 
to artificially open the estuary on May 9 and 11, a 
successful opening was achieved on May 12. On opening 
many of the tiny Galaxiids were observed in the estuary 
outflow entering the ocean waters as part of their 
lifecycle.  

 

 

Southern Shortfin Eel, Anguilla australis 
Southern Shortfin Eels pass through estuaries during several phases of their lifecycle. The adult eels 
spend up to 20 years in freshwater rivers, lakes and dams, before migrating to the sea to breed in the 
Coral Sea of north-east Australia. Following successful breeding the transparent leaf-like larvae are 
transported southwards via the East Australian Current, and grow into glass eels before migrating to 
estuaries in south-eastern Australia. Glass eels are often observed entering Victorian estuaries during 
their migration to freshwater, the young eels are able to climb barriers such as waterfalls and dam 
walls. 
See more at: https://australianmuseum.net.au/southern-shortfin-eel-anguilla-australis 
Photo: A Southern Shortfin Eel, Anguilla australis, in the Morwell National Park, Victoria, 25 Oct 2015. Source: Matt Campbell / 

Bowerbird. License: CC BY Attribution 
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Data sources:
River discharge - DELWP Monitoring Station No. 
235224 Gellibrand River @ Burrupa.

Water level - DELWP Monitoring Station No. 
235269 Gellibrand River @ Princetown.

Estuary Mouth State - EstuaryWatch CCMA.

Estuary Mouth Openings - CCMA. 

A visual display of the river 
discharge into the estuary 
and the water level within 
the estuary for 2016, 
including the times when the 
estuary mouth was closed. 
Also displayed are the 
artificial estuary mouth 
openings for the Gellibrand 
River estuary.  

 Date: 10/01/2016 Estuary mouth state:  OPEN 

 
 

 

 Date: 9/03/2016 Estuary mouth state:  CLOSED 

   
 

 Date: 19/03/2016 Estuary mouth state:  OPEN 

   
 

 Date: 27/08/2016 Estuary mouth state:  OPEN 

   
 

https://australianmuseum.net.au/southern-shortfin-eel-anguilla-australis

