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Collective effort helps waterbird breeding at 
Narran Lakes 
Objectives: 

 
Help maintain waterbird breeding conditions 
at Narran Lakes (Dharriwaa) 

Triggered by the wetter conditions in recent years, 
thousands of waterbirds are breeding at the 
internationally significant Narran Lakes in the Lower 
Balonne region for the second year in a row.  

This is the second time in 10 years that waterbirds have 
bred at Narran Lakes. It is an important event for the 
recovery of waterbird populations, which have been in 
major decline across the Basin for the last forty years.   

Natural flows kicked off the breeding event, but with these 
flows now low and the return to warmer conditions, the 
water level in Narran Lakes has been dropping, which is 
not great news for the birds. 

To support waterbirds to complete their breeding and 
help the young chicks fledge, the Commonwealth 
Environmental Water Holder (CEWH) has entered into 
arrangements with Eastern Australia Agriculture to get 
more water to the Lakes.  

 
Clear Lake at Narran Lakes, late January 2023. Image: CEWH, 

taken as part of scientific monitoring. 

 
Water is now on its way to Narran Lakes 
On Wednesday 8 February, releases into the Narran River 
from private on farm storages of Eastern Australia 
Agriculture commenced. This water is expected to make 
its way down to Narran Lakes arriving in 8-10 days time.   

We are already seeing an increase in flows at Dirranbandi -
Hebel river gauge. 

 
Start of the environmental water release on 8 February. 

Between 3 gigalitres to 7.5 gigalitres of water will be 
released with the final amount dependent on the 
weather and how the wetlands are looking.  

 
Water released from the on-farm storages flowing over Clyde 

Weir on 9 February at 350 ML/day. 

This will maintain water around waterbird nests until 
late March to allow the birds to raise their chicks and 
protect them from predators. For more information on 
the arrangement visit the CEWH’s website.   

 
Commonwealth Environmental Water Holder, Dr Simon Banks 
with Scott Balsillie of Eastern Australia Agriculture at the start 

of the release. 
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Waterbird breeding  
Recent research at Narran Lakes recorded thousands of 
colonial waterbird nests, including Straw-necked ibis, Royal 
spoonbills, Glossy ibis, egrets, cormorants, Australian 
darters and Yellow-billed spoonbills within the Ramsar site.  
 
Around 3,000 Glossy ibis have been observed, which is one 
of the largest colonies of this species in the Basin in      
2022-23.   

 
South Arm Straw-necked ibis colony. Photo: Pat Johnston and 

Joanne Ocock, NSW NPWS. Photo taken as part of surveys 
approved under scientific licence. 

 

Pelicans are also breeding outside the Ramsar site in other 
parts of the wetland. There are around 8,000 pelicans 
nesting across two colony sites in Narran Lake. This is the 
first pelican breeding event at Narran Lakes since 1998 and 
is one of only four known locations for pelican breeding in 
the Murray-Darling Basin.  

 

Narran Lake pelican colony. Photo: Pat Johnston, NSW NPWS. 
Photo taken as part of surveys approved under scientific licence. 

Monitoring and collaboration 
The CEWH is working with NSW and QLD government 
agencies to check on the flows. The Murray-Darling 
Basin Authority is also using satellite technology to track 
the flows. The Bureau of Meteorology is providing 
regular rainfall and river flow forecasts. We will continue 
to work with Traditional Owners at Narran Lakes, 
including the Narran Joint Management Committee. 

Monitoring before and after the flows will ensure water 
reaches the intended locations.  

The CEWH in collaboration with our State and 
Commonwealth partner agencies fund various waterbird 
surveys. These include aerial surveys, which are 
undertaken by drones alongside regular on-ground field 
during breeding periods.  
The CEWH also funds the CSIRO to check on movement 
of birds using satellite trackers, with extra trackers being 
deployed in the northern Basin to find out more about 
bird movement. The pelican banding program provides 
information on the pelican colonies at Narran Lakes. 

 
NSW monitoring team at Clear Lake ahead of the release. 
Photo: Pat Johnston, NSW NPWS. Photo taken as part of 

surveys approved under scientific licence. 

What’s next 
We expect flows to reach Narran Lakes by mid-February. 
A flow update later this month will provide further detail 
on the release. Extra information is available on the 
CEWH’s website: 

 Grant arrangement 
 Media release 

Contact the CEWO Local Engagement Officer if you 
would like to know more: 

Jason Wilson (Walgett, NSW) 
   0418 210 389 
    jason.wilson@dcceew.gov.au  
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 Narran Lake pelican colony January 2023. Photo Roxane Francis, UNSW. Photo taken as part of surveys approved under 

scientific licence. 
 


