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The Powlett River estuary is classified as a Wetland of 
National Importance within Victoria. The values associated 
with the Powlett River estuary include a diverse range of 
bird, plant and fish communities including many listed as 
threatened or endangered species. Additionally, the 
vegetation of the fringing saltmarsh and wetland 
communities provide food and habitat for a range of other 
small mammals, reptiles, frogs and invertebrates. 

The lower Powlett River estuary is a popular spot for 
relaxation, walking, bird watching, swimming and 
recreational fishing. The coastal dunes near the mouth of the 
estuary have Aboriginal cultural heritage significance with a 
number of coastal midden sites recorded. Additionally, 
fossilised remains (bones, teeth and vertebrae) of dinosaurs 
and marine reptiles have been found in a rock shelf at the 
mouth of the Powlett River estuary. 

Aerial photo of the flooded Powlett River. Photo by Lachlan 
Moore 

 

 

This brochure summarises twelve 
months of EstuaryWatch estuary 
mouth condition and physical and 
chemical data. Powlett River 
EstuaryWatch volunteers monitor 
two physical and chemical sites 
during each monitoring session. In 
2016, monitoring was conducted in 
9 of the 12 months and an 
additional 11 sessions at times of 
high estuary water levels. 

The Powlett River estuary is an intermittently open estuary. In 2016 there was 
one artificial estuary mouth opening recorded on June 14 (2.63m AHD). The 
estuary was isolated from the sea for three months prior to the opening. Estuary 
mouth closures were recorded at many other estuaries in Victoria during 2016.   
Over the 12 months salinity levels throughout the estuary ranged from 0.33 – 
37.1ppt. Stratification was evident as river discharge increased in May and June 
creating a fresh water layer overlaying the brackish estuary waters.  This resulted 
in reduced levels of dissolved oxygen below the halocline. Dissolved oxygen levels 
ranged from 3.1 – 151 % saturation. The high levels are likely due to increased 
algal growth in the water column. Critically low levels were recorded in the 
estuary bottom waters in May and June. Dissolved oxygen levels improved 
following the artificial estuary opening. The lowest water temperature recorded 
was 5.1°C on June 14, due to river inflows of winter rainfall and the highest was 
22.6°C on January 14. The pH ranged from 6.7 – 8.5 pH units.   
EstuaryWatch records for the Powlett River estuary extend from 2010 and can 
be viewed at www.estuarywatch.org.au 

 

 Map of the Powlett River estuary, including the location of 
EstuaryWatch sites. Sourced from Google Maps satellite image. 

 

The mouth of the Powlett River Estuary. 

 

 

 

The Powlett River EstuaryWatch team. 

– Join the Powlett River EstuaryWatch Group 

www.estuarywatch.org.au 

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

www.cleanupaustraliaday.org.au 

– Join a local environment group such as the Bass Coast 
Landcare Group  

www.basscoastlandcare.org.au 

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

Threats to the Powlett River estuary 

– Degraded water quality 

– Bank instability 

– Disturbance of acid sulphate soils 

– Livestock access 

– Degraded riparian vegetation 

– Rural drainage and drain clearing 

– Unpermitted estuary mouth 
openings 

Type of Estuary: 
Wave dominated 
strandplain 

Location: -38.57998, 

145.5146 

Nearest town: Dalyston 

Estuary length: 
8.2km 

River length: 43km 

Mouth state: 
Intermittently Open 

Description: The Powlett River 
Mouth is listed as a wetland of 
national significance. It is a 
beautiful spot popular with 
families and for recreational 
fishing. Many rare and endangered 
plant and animal species call this 
estuary home. 

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

POWLETT RIVER ESTUARY 2016 

http://www.estuarywatch.org.au/
http://www.estuarywatch.org.au/
http://www.cleanupaustraliaday.org.au/
http://www.basscoastlandcare.org.au/


 

 

For all four monitoring sessions chosen for the Estuary Snapshots, photo point photos and a longitudinal profile of the estuary from  
site PO1 (Mouth of Powlett Road Bridge) to PO5 (Daly Bridge) is displayed. The longitudinal profiles show the depth, salinity and 
percent saturation of dissolved oxygen (DO) at each monitoring site from the surface of the water column to the bottom. Profile and 
photo from June 14 are taken prior to the artificial opening of the estuary mouth. 

 

 
The excavator digging a channel at the mouth of the Powlett 
River estuary for the artificial opening on June 14 2016. 

The mouth of the Powlett River estuary initially closed 
between March 11-13, 2016 resulting from low river flows 
over summer and sand accumulating in the estuary 
entrance. As seasonal rainfall increased river flow, estuary 
water levels began to rise, threatening farmland and 
roads. An artificial opening was attempted on May 13 
when the estuary water level was 2.01m AHD. This 
attempt failed due to a lack of hydraulic pressure 
(relatively low water level and low river in-flows). The 
force of the wave action from the ocean was stronger 
than the flow exciting the estuary resulting in the estuary 
mouth closing. By June 14 2016, the estuary water level 
reached 2.63m AHD. On this day the estuary mouth was 
successfully artificially opened, after a period of thirteen 
weeks of being closed to the sea.  

 

 

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 
site 227236 Powlett River 
d/s Foster Creek junction.
Estuary water level, mouth 
state and artificial estuary 
mouth openings: 
EstuaryWatch

The daily discharge of river 
water in 2016 for the 
Powlett River including the 
duration the mouth of the 
Powlett River estuary was 
closed to the sea, the estuary 
water level as recorded by 
EstuaryWatch and the 
artificial estuary mouth 
openings on May 13, and 
June 14 2016.  

 Date: 20/04/2016 Estuary mouth state: CLOSED 

 

 

 Date: 14/06/2016 Estuary mouth state: CLOSED 

 

 

 Date: 22/06/2016 Estuary mouth state: OPEN 

  

 

 Date: 10/12/2016 Estuary mouth state: OPEN 

 

 

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

