
 

 

WHAT IS AN ESTUARY? 
An estuary is the place where freshwater from the river meets and mixes with saltwater from the sea. 

They form part of our catchments and are home to a range of plants and animals such as birds, fish and 
shellfish specifically adapted for life at the sea’s margin.  

Our estuaries have enormous social and economic importance too. You might be surprised to learn that 
estuaries rank along with tropical rainforests and coral reefs as the world's most productive ecosystems. 

 
 

SHAPING UP 

Estuaries come in all shapes and sizes. They are unique 
environments and include some of the most complex 
ecosystems on earth. 
Many different habitat types are found in and around 
estuaries, including shallow open waters, freshwater and 
salt marshes, wetlands, sandy beaches, mud and sand flats, 
rocky shores, mangrove forests, tidal pools, and sea grass 
meadows. 

 
Estuaries provide us with a suite of resources, benefits, and 
services. Some of these can be measured in dollars and 
cents, others cannot. Estuaries provide places for 
recreational activities, scientific study, and enjoyment. 

 

 

 

 

 

Estuaries are often referred to as the nurseries of the sea. 
Many fish species lay their eggs in estuaries or use them to 
migrate to freshwater. The abundant plant life and 
sheltered waters of estuaries provide a safe place for 
young fish to live and grow.  
 
Thousands of species of birds, mammals, fish, and other 
wildlife also call estuaries home. Long-legged birds like 
sandpipers, herons and egrets are common in estuaries. 
Their long legs are perfect for wading in the water and 
their long toes make walking in the mud easy. Their bills 
are adapted for catching and eating fish, worms, crabs and 
other invertebrates that live in an estuary. 
                                                                                                     
Many migratory birds such as tattlers, plovers and godwits 
also use estuaries as a rest and refuel station.  

 

Painkalac Creek, Aireys Inlet. 
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FOR YOUR PROTECTION 
Estuaries are more than just a place for animals and plants 
to live. They also help control pollution. Water draining 
from catchment areas often carries sediments, nutrients, 
and other pollutants. The wetlands and plants in estuaries 
filter these pollutants creating cleaner, clearer water.  
 
The plants in estuaries also prevent shoreline erosion by 
helping hold the banks together. Estuaries also absorb 
flood waters and protect inland areas from flooding and 
storm surges. This protects upstream habitats and valuable 
real estate from storm and flood damage.  

IN THE MONEY 
Estuaries play an important role in our economy. They 
provide tourism opportunities, attracting tourists who like 
fishing, boating and other recreational activities. They 
serve as harbors and ports vital for our shipping and 
transportation industries and form a critical part of our 
commercial fishing industry. Many of the fish caught 
having lived in an estuary for at least part of their life cycle. 

 

Black Bream, a popular fish species found in our local estuaries 

 

TROUBLED WATERS 
Estuaries are our most sensitive coastal places and face 
increasing threats. Pollution from areas in the upper 
catchment can cause damage. Dams can block natural 
stream and river routes, cutting off the flow of freshwater. 
When this happens, the balance of the estuary can change.  
 
Development can damage and destroy estuaries. In the 
past, estuaries were thought of as wastelands and many 
were filled in and built on. Today however we are much 
more aware of the importance of these places and the 
important role they play in the environment and for our 
own enjoyment.    

 

GETTING INVOLVED 
There are many simple actions you can take to look after 
our unique estuaries, but perhaps the most important 
thing you can do is to get involved and become familiar 
with your local estuary and learn about the issues that may 
affect it.  
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The Corangamite CMA and is helping local communities 
learn more about their estuaries through a community 
volunteer program called EstuaryWatch. 

EstuaryWatch is a community monitoring program that 
scientifically measures the health of an estuary.  
 
Getting involved in EstuaryWatch monitoring can be as 
simple as taking a photo when you see something unusual; 
or as fun as getting involved in monitoring bird life, 
vegetation or the physical and chemical properties within 
your estuary. 

You can become involved in the EstuaryWatch program by 
contacting the CMA’s EstuaryWatch Coordinator:  

Email: estuarywatch@ccma.vic.gov.au  

Or 

 Telephone: (03) 5232-9100 

mailto:estuarywatch@ccma.vic.gov.au

