
Baked, burnt and bogged! 

Hello everyone, 
“In this issue of In the Flow it’s timely to reflect on the extreme 
weather of the past two years and how this affects our services 
to you and our planning for the future. 
“Our teams of professional water specialists are dedicated to 
providing excellent water and sewage services to the 
communities of East Gippsland – covering a vast area of 21,000 
square kilometres. Throughout the fires, floods and COVID 
they’ve worked tirelessly and are on call 24 hours a day to 
ensure the uninterrupted delivery of safe drinking water and 
environmental services.   
“As we presently enjoy some beautiful autumn days and 
grumble about mowing the grass yet again, it’s easy to forget 
the drought and flooding we’ve experienced in East Gippsland. 
“Climate variability and unpredictability is now at the core of our planning for the 
essential water and environmental services that we guarantee to you, our 
customers. The extremes of drought and flooding are not hypothetical future risks, 
they have been our lived experience, and climate change is the reality of future 
community planning. 
“Just two years ago, East Gippsland was devastated by the worst bushfires on 
record. In January 2020, after three years of drought, a 300km long bushfire front 
was burning south towards the coast and threatened every community from 
Bairnsdale to Mallacoota.  The fires were never under control and fire fighters 
worked tirelessly to protect communities.  A last-minute change in wind direction 
saved the towns, but many homes were destroyed and are still being rebuilt.  
“Our region has historically benefited from very reliable local river flows. This has 
meant we only needed to store a few months of water to get us through summer, 
with water harvested from rivers as needed to keep these storages full. But by late 
2019, after three drought years, all rivers in East Gippsland were flowing at “lowest 
on record” levels.   
“The Mitchell River, which supplies around 85 per cent of our customers, had 
effectively ceased to flow and our modelling indicated the Mitchell system might 
only have  around 60 days of water supply left by late February 2020. 
“Water restrictions were implemented to preserve precious water supplies and we 
were preparing to introduce maximum level water restrictions that would ban 
watering all gardens and sports ovals. An emergency plan for pumping from the 
Mitchell River was also prepared to maintain an essential potable water supply to 
the community. 
“Fortunately, in February 2020 we received welcome rain, the fires eventually abated 
and the river flows began to recover. The rain created the next challenge as ash 
from burnt catchments, soil and trees quickly filled our rivers and our teams at East 
Gippsland Water had to deal with a water quality event that lasted for the next six 
months. Our water professionals worked day and night to ensure we maintained an 
uninterrupted supply of water to households, that was safe to drink. 
 “It’s confronting to think that less than two years after experiencing the driest 
conditions on record in East Gippsland, 2021 was the wettest year on record - as 
shown in the graph below (taken from Bureau of Meteorology (BOM) records for 
Bairnsdale airport).

“The very wet conditions of the last year continue along the whole south east coast 
with recent flooding in Queensland and New South Wales. Last month more than 
200mm of rain fell in a single event across East Gippsland and the Bemm River 
community was isolated for days due to flooding. As we head into winter, we can only 
expect more rain and the wet La Nina conditions to continue.

“Very wet years present 
particular challenges at our 
wastewater treatment 
facilities.  Typically, when 
there is a storm, sewage 
flows increase five to ten 
times and this extra rainfall 
must be captured, treated 
and recycled.   
“We pride ourselves on 
treating and recycling 100 
per cent of wastewater 
flows to close the water 
cycle loop. To achieve this, 
East Gippsland Water 
operates farms for 
irrigation purposes across 
the region and works with 
local private farming 
partners to recycle water 
for agricultural use such as 
stock and fodder 
production. In Bairnsdale 
we treat the recycled water 
to a high standard to 
remove nutrients and then 
it passes through a natural wetland system before flowing into the Macleod Morass as 
a beneficial environmental flow. It is also used to water Bairnsdale Racecourse. 
“Due to the very wet conditions this year, our farms are under water and irrigation has 
been impossible.  The normal six to eight month irrigation season has been reduced 
to ad hoc irrigation whenever we can.   
“When we can’t irrigate, our treated wastewater dams inevitably reach capacity and we 
must carry out a controlled release of treated water that would otherwise be irrigated 
on pasture, to local waterways to prevent an uncontrolled overflow into the 
environment. 
“Controlled releases of treated wastewater are necessary in extreme wet years and 
our EPA licence allows for this occurrence to minimise the environmental impact and 
protect community safety. In the past year we’ve had no choice but to make 
controlled releases of treated wastewater from our Bruces Track (Lakes Entrance), 
Cann River, Metung, Omeo and Paynesville wastewater treatment facilities. As we 
enter winter, we will again need to release treated wastewater to protect community 
safety and minimise the environmental impact. 
“We are currently releasing treated wastewater from our wastewater treatment 
facility serving Cann River and soon we will unfortunately have to conduct another 
controlled release from our facility near Paynesville.  
“In all cases we comply with regulatory requirements, including notifying downstream 
neighbours and all relevant 
government agencies.  We 
also undertake weekly testing 
of treated wastewater quality 
and river flows to monitor the 
environmental impact using 
an independent laboratory 
service and this information is 
provided to our regulators.  
“I deeply regret we have not 
been able to recycle 100 per 
cent of the wastewater that 
has poured into our treatment 
plants this year. Our action to 
conduct controlled releases 
has been unavoidable and to 
take a hands-off approach and 
let dams overflow would be 
negligent. 
“Addressing the extremes of 
drought and floods has 
become the daily work routine 
at East Gippsland Water and is 
central to our future long-
term planning. Two years 
from now we may be in 
another drought or still 
submerged under sodden 
paddocks. To ensure our 
assets will be capable of 
reliably and safely providing 
services to the community, 
we’ve developed a $100 
million capital investment 
program for the next few 
years. 
“Priority projects include $7 
million for the Paynesville 
wastewater irrigation 
expansion, $25 million for a 
new water storage for the 
Mitchell river water supply 
system, $50 million for 
upgrading existing assets and 
$20 million to build capacity 
for future growth. 
“Finally, should you have any 
queries regarding any of the 
matters I’ve raised please 
don’t hesitate to send an email 
to: egw@egwater.vic.gov.au.”

East Gippsland Water

For more information about East Gippsland Water call 1800 671 841 or visit our website at egwater.vic.gov.au 
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Town/water supply system Stream flow 
(million litres/day)

5 year average 
stream flow 

(million litres/day)

Stream flow as  
a percentage of 
5 year average

Bemm River (Bemm River) 738.9 145.5 508% 

Mallacoota (Betka River) 43.8 5.4 811% 

Orbost, Newmerella, Marlo (Brodribb River) 434.8 12.5 361% 

Buchan (Buchan River) 211.3 122.5 172% 

Omeo (Butchers Creek) 8.5 2.1 405% 

Cann River (Cann River) 356.7 71.2 501%

Mitchell River Supply System* (Mitchell River) 1,304.1 765.4 170%

Swifts Creek (Tambo River) 268.9 76.9 350% 

Water snapshot  
Stream flows on 13 May (2022) and the five-year average for the current month

* Mitchell supply system = Bairnsdale, Walpa, Lindenow South, Lindenow, Eagle Point, Newlands Arm, 
Paynesville, Raymond Island, Sarsfield, Bruthen, Nicholson, Johnsonville, Swan Reach, Metung, Kalimna, 
Lakes Entrance, Lake Tyers Aboriginal Trust, Lake Tyers Beach, Nowa Nowa and surrounding areas

IN THE FLOW!
Keeping you in the know about your water and wastewater services.

Steve McKenzie, 
Managing Director,  

East Gippsland Water

“Torrential rain” reported in the  
Bairnsdale Advertiser on the 6 April 2022   

Regular water quality tests and monitoring accompany 
controlled releases of treated wastewater  

Annual rainfall figures are not shown for some years as insufficient data is recorded
Typical boggy conditions we have encountered on  

all of our farms throughout the last year 


