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OVERVIEW 

The Swan River Water Management Statement sets out how water resources in the Swan River catchment 
are allocated, and the rules for taking water. This Statement explains the water management arrangements in the 
catchment that supports the objectives of the Water Management Act 1999 (the Act) and is consistent with the 
planning principles of the National Water Initiative as administered by the Department of Primary Industries, 
Parks, Water and Environment (the Department).  

The Swan River 
catchment has an 
approximate area of 
670 km2 and the river is 
45 km in length. It is a sub-
catchment of the greater 
Swan-Aspley catchment.  

The headwaters originate 
on the slopes of Mount St 
John and Little John Peak. 
The river discharges into 
Moulting Lagoon, a Ramsar 
listed wetland of 
international significance 
located at the head of 
Great Oyster Bay, south-
west of Bicheno.  

Moulting Lagoon then 
opens to the sea via the 
Great Swanport estuary 
past Point Bagot. 
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Water Management Outcomes 

The outcomes sought through the implementation of 
the water management arrangements in this Statement 
meet the objectives of the Act. This will protect water 
availability for commercial users (i.e. for consumptive 
use), while ensuring town water supply, stock and 
domestic, and environmental water needs are met.  

Water Managers 

The Department manages water extraction for 
commercial and other purposes from the Swan River 
and its tributaries through water licences issued under 
the Act. 

Approximately 30% of allocated water in the Swan 
River catchment is licensed to Tasmanian Irrigation. 
They operate the Swan Valley Irrigation Scheme, where 
water is pumped from the Swan River into the Melrose 
Dam all year when high flows allow access. They also 
manage the transfer and supply of water downstream 
from the Melrose Dam as irrigation rights, under the 
Irrigation Clauses Act 1973 and their water licence 
conditions. 

Swan River near Grange Weir 2016 

FLOW CHARACTERISTICS 

The Swan River catchment is typical of Tasmanian east 
coast systems with highly unpredictable flows. This 
creates challenges for accessing water. Low flows occur 
all year round and are interspersed with irregular large, 
high flow ‘flashy’ flood events that are of short duration. 
Most annual river flow occurs during these events.  

Graph 1 and Graph 2 show examples of a year of flows 
measured at the Swan River upstream of the Tasman 
Highway. The red line represents the existing managed 
minimum flow or cease to take (CTT) threshold of 
2 ML/day. These graphs show the flashy nature of the 
high flow events as well as the frequent occurrence of 
low flows that fall below the 2 ML/day CTT. 

Graph 1: Full range of flows 

Graph 2: Flows below 50 ML/day 
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The 2 ML/day CTT is in place to maintain connectivity 
and flow for water quality, and provide for stock and 
domestic users. 

SURFACE WATER MANAGEMENT 

Water is extracted under a licence issued under the 
Act. Water licences in the catchment typically state the 
volume of water that can be taken, when it can be taken 
(usually summer or winter) and from which location. A 
licence can also state further conditions under which 
water can be taken as appropriate. For more 
information please visit: 

dpipwe.tas.gov.au/water/water-licences 

A Watercourse Authority can be approved by the 
Department so that water can be released from storage 
into the watercourse to be used by another user 
downstream. Conditions apply to any approvals. For 
information please visit: 

dpipwe.tas.gov.au/water/water-licences/watercourse-
authorities 

Allocation Information 

The Department uses an allocation framework to 
calculate the volume of water available in a catchment. 
The framework aims to protect existing water users 
and environmental requirements. Further information 
about the allocation framework can be found at:  

dpipwe.tas.gov.au/water/water-legislation-policies-and-
strategies/water-resources-policies-and-guidelines 

Existing water licences in the catchment allow the 
taking of water in two take periods: summer (typically 
low flows) and winter (high flows). Water users can 
take water in accordance with the take periods and 
conditions on their water licence.  

Under the Department’s Surface Water Allocation 
Decision Framework, the Swan River catchment is fully 
allocated for the summer take period. 

Due to the hydrological variability of the Swan River 
catchment, the current allocation methodology is not 
suited to the hydrology of the catchment. As such, 
future water will only be available when flow in the river 
reaches an opportunistic take (high flow) – access 
threshold (see below). This applies all year round. 

No new allocations will be approved to existing licence 
holders. However, new licensees within the catchment 
can apply for a nominal 1 ML allocation so that they can 
access water under the opportunistic take provision in 
this Statement. 

Any future dam storage developments within the Swan 
catchment will either need to be off stream or have the 
capacity to pass all flows until the opportunistic take – 
access threshold flow is reached. 

Opportunistic take – access threshold 

All licensees with allocations within the Swan River 
catchment are permitted to take water from a 
watercourse during periods of high flow once the 
opportunistic take – access threshold of 500 ML/day 
has been reached (as measured at the Department’s 
stream gauge on the Swan River at The Grange). 
Permission will be announced to licensees using SMS 
and will remain in place until the flow falls below the 
high flow threshold. 

It is a requirement of this permission that licence 
holders maintain records of when water is taken and 
the quantity of water taken; and to provide these 
records when directed to do so. 

Restriction Management 

There is currently a daily restriction (low flow) trigger 
for the Swan River catchment. A low flow warning is 
issued when the flow recorded in the Swan River at the 
Grange drops to 5 ML/day. When the flow drops to 2 
ML/day there is a total ban on all Surety 5 and Surety 
6 access (no water can be taken). The Department 
announces that the trigger has been met using SMS and 
the Tasmanian Government Public Notices website: 

www.publicinfo.tas.gov.au 



MONITORING 

The Department operates two surface water gauge 
stations. One is in the upper catchment, upstream of 
Hardings Falls. The other is in the lower catchment, 
downstream of the Cygnet River at the Grange. 
Tasmanian Irrigation also operates a surface water 
gauge station, located just north of the Tasman 
Highway, which is used as part of the Irrigation Scheme. 

All three gauges (including the gauge on the Swan River 
at The Grange) provide instantaneous flow data that is 
available in real-time on the Department’s Water 
Information Tasmania web portal: portal.wrt.tas.gov.au  

The Department monitors groundwater levels along 
Dolphin Sands at six monitoring bores. This information 
is also available on the web portal. 

River health is monitored at a long-term monitoring site 
in the upper catchment in native bushland on the West 
Swan River below Jam Creek. River health is excellent 
at this site. 

GROUNDWATER MANAGEMENT 

The Department is responsible for managing 
groundwater in the Swan River catchment under the 
provisions of Part 7 of the Act. There is no licence 
required for taking groundwater but a permit is 
required to construct a bore or well. Current usage 
levels are low and the impact of pumping on 
groundwater levels is also low. Based on previous 
studies the groundwater system is thought to be in 
equilibrium. 

For further information regarding groundwater 
resources, bore locations and the well work permitting 
process, please visit: 

dpipwe.tas.gov.au/water/groundwater 

Swan River 2016 

NATURAL VALUES 

The Swan River catchment contains many important 
ecosystem values that are sensitive to changes in flow 
regime. These include particular flora and fauna species, 
and the general aquatic ecosystem that supports life 
along the catchment. Most river sections and wetlands 
in the Swan River area have a high level of naturalness 
except for some parts in the south of the catchment. In 
particular, Moulting Lagoon is listed under the Ramsar 
Convention for its importance, and adjacent salt 
marshes support a complex and valuable ecosystem.  

Threatened fauna include swan galaxias (Galaxias 
fontanus), Ouse river caddis fly (Oxyethira mienica) and 
white-bellied sea-eagle (Haliaeetus leucogaster). The fairy 
tern (Sterna nereis subsp. nereis) is present in Moulting 
Lagoon. Both Moulting Lagoon and King Bay at the Swan 
River mouth are listed as important bird sites. 

Threatened flora species include the Cranbrook 
paperbark (Melaleuca pustulata), South Esk pine (Callitris 
oblonga subsp. Oblonga), Midlands wattle (Acacia 
axillaris), dagger wattle (Acacia siculiformis) and hill hovea 
(Hovea tasmanica). 

FURTHER INFORMATION 

Please contact the Water Operations Branch if you 
would like more information:  

Phone: 1300 368 550 
Email: Water.Operations@dpipwe.tas.gov.au 
Website: dpipwe.tas.gov.au/water 

Water Operations Branch
Phone: 1300 368 550
Email: Water.Operations@dpipwe.tas.gov.au


