
 

668 Lake Mokoan Road, Chesney Vale 3675    T [03] 5762 1192    E info@wintonwetlands.org 
 

www.wintonwetlands.org.au 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Winton Wetlands Ecological Renewal Update May 2017 
 

Lance Lloyd, Restoration Scientist (Aquatic Ecology), Winton Wetlands 
 
The Winton Wetland system is the largest seasonal freshwater lake and swamp system in the region, 
supporting many wetland types and several Ecological Vegetation Classes (EVCs), seven of which 
have significant conservation status. Nineteen out of thirty wetlands are in excellent condition, as 
determined by the Index of Wetland Condition. The site supports hundreds of bird, plant, frog, fish 
and bat species. Eleven species are listed under EPBC Act as threatened and Twenty nine species 
listed as threatened under Victorian Legislation (FFG).  

Given this background, it is important we look after the site well to maintain these values and 
enhance the values of the parts of the site which have been affected by forty years of inundation from 
the building of Lake Mokoan. We are working actively to restore the site and work with natural 
processes to ensure the wetlands’ conditions are enhanced. 

The restoration program is supported by a high level Science Panel (called ESAP), headed by Prof 
Max Finlayson, an internationally recognised wetland researcher, and complemented with several 
other well respected scientists such as Dr Ben Gawne, Dr Michelle Casanova and Prof Sam Lake. 
We hold annual research forums and have existing partnerships with various universities to extend 
our research capability. 

The inundation during the spring of 2016 has been a fantastic boon for the wetlands, with many sites 
inundated and extensive revegetation occurring, especially of the iconic species of Cane Grass 
which, along with River Red Gum, form the key foundation vegetation of the site.  

Extensive areas of 
Cane Grass have 
established after 
two years of 
excellent watering 
and extensive 
vegetative growth 
occurred last spring 
and summer. This 
was complemented 
by extensive 
seeding of the 
species resulting in 
many hectares of 
seedlings. 

 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Cane 
Grass at Winton 
Swamp, May 2017 
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Figure 2: Cane Grass at Winton Swamp, May 2017 (the extensive areas of grey vegetation are cane grass) 

 

Restoration of River Red Gums has been an issue with limited areas of regeneration occurring in 
recent times. We partnered with Deakin University in 2016 to undertake research into what was 
limiting regeneration. We found that River Red Gums proximity to mature trees was the major limiting 
factor and that hand seeding was likely to be successful. The WWCoM staff and volunteers hand 
seeded 2.7km of wetland edge, and we can report very good germination and survival of seedlings 
(see Figure 3) in all areas seeded. 

 
Figure 3: River Red Gum Hand Seeding Trials Dec to March 2016 
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Hundreds of hectares of wetland plants, such as, water pepper (Persicaria sp.) and old man weed 
(Centipeda sp.) have become established within Boggy Bridge Swamp, Greens Swamp and around 
the edges of Winton and Sergeants Swamps. The water depth in the middle of Winton and Sergeants 
Swamps has prevented the extensive beds of red milfoil (Myriophyllum sp.) we saw in 2015, and 
unfortunately it is possible that young-of-the-year carp are preventing germination now, although 
water levels are still quite deep for the species. There is still a chance, if water levels drop before any 
filling events in winter/spring, for the species to occur as the dropping water levels will be more 
conducive for the species to flourish and shallower water will help reduce carp populations. Figure 4 
shows the red milfoil (Myriophyllum sp.) beds in 2015, but also clear areas where the water was too 
deep for red milfoil (and there were no carp in this part of the system in 2015). 

 

 

Figure 4: Red milfoil (Myriophyllum sp.) beds in 2015. 

 

The re-establishment of River Red Gums and Cane Grass are the major indicators that the 
restoration of the ecosystem is occurring, but we have commissioned a resurvey of the vegetation of 
the site which the prominent ecologist, Dr Jane Roberts, designed and undertook in 2010. Jane is 
overseeing this work being undertaken with the help of local ecologists. This survey will provide us 
quantitative understanding of what plants are present and how the plant community is recovering 
since 2010. 

In addition, Dr Michelle Casanova, Federation University Australia, is undertaking a seed bank study 
to tell us what seeds are in the seedbank and how we should manage the site to maximise 
recruitment of the native flora. Milfoil seeds germinated in samples taken for the study but did not 
persist in either flooded or damp treatments this year. The seeds are present but other factors have 
affected its ability to establish. These could include year, depth, temperature and many other factors 
(Michelle Casanova, pers comm, June 2017). Grazing invertebrates (especially shield shrimps, which 
were common onsite in 2016/2017) may also be responsible for lack of establishment as well as fish 
or other animal disturbance. 
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We are working to actively increase aquatic habitats for fish, frogs, invertebrates and water birds 
through: 

o the addition of woody debris to some sites (Mokoan Ponds and Duck Pond; Figure 5) 

o Revegetation in various locations (aquatic, riparian and terrestrial plants) 

o Carp control 

 

Figure 5: Fish “hotels” (woody debris) awaiting placement in the Duck Pond 

 

Carp control is important as the recent filling has been very favourable to carp breeding. We now 
have numbers of 150mm-
200mm sized young-of-the-
year carp present which 
resulted from a few fish which 
bred following the flooding in 
spring 2016.  

These fish are now being 
actively predated by 400-600 
Pelicans observed actively 
fishing in the wetlands. If 
water levels drop enough 
these fish will be subject to 
further predation by other 
birds or desiccation if water 
levels get low enough.  

 

Figure 6: Electrofishing Boat in the Mokoan Ponds  

In 2016, we undertook extensive fish downs using electrofishing and installed carp screens in several 
locations to reduce large carp entering the site. We were pleased to work with the Wangaratta 
Sustainability Network who collected the carp we removed to be taken to Nutri-Soil to be turned into 
fertiliser. 

More electrofishing fish downs will be conducted in strategic locations to reduce carp and understand 
their biology, and community carp-musters will be conducted in 2017. We are also considering where 
new carp screens are needed to prevent future incursions. 
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Waterbirds bred extensively during spring and summer 2016. Some deaths of birds were observed, 
but this was expected due to the high concentrations of birds on the site and the extensive breeding 
which occurred (Figure 7). 

 

 

Figure 7: Swan nest with eggs (Spring 2016) 

 

Along with the hundreds of pelicans, our pair of White-bellied Sea-eagles have returned, one 
perching outside our offices during the week! There are also hundreds of Ibis of various types, 
spoonbills, cormorants, wading birds and many others enjoying the shallow waters along the edge of 
the larger water bodies. Birds Murray-Goulburn, and the Swamps, Rivers and Ranges volunteer 
group, undertake quarterly surveys of the water birds on site and are contributing to a long term 
database of water birds. Over time they have recorded over 180 species on the site. In 2016, we had 
the unusual Rufous Night Heron, a colonial nesting bird, breed at Ashmeads Swamp and then 
disperse throughout the wetlands of the reserve as evidenced by the March 2017 water bird survey. 

 

The ecological renewal project at Winton Wetlands is following the Restoration and Monitoring 
Strategic Plan (Barlow 2011) and is supported by specific management plans that the current science 
team has developed for fish, water quality, aquatic plants and feral animals. ESAP conducted a 
review of the strategic objectives of the Restoration and Monitoring Strategic Plan (Barlow 2011) in 
2016, which showed that the majority of the 2015 year objectives had been achieved and even some 
of the 2025 objectives had been completed or begun. We are using this review to direct our 
restoration efforts in the coming years, as there are many challenges still to overcome. This 
ecological renewal is not a short-term project but will take decades to be fully realised. 

 

 


