
 

 

Project Overview 

Corangamite Catchment Management 

Authority (CMA) has been awarded a $1.67 

million grant to address high priority barriers to 

fish passage on the lower Barwon and 

Moorabool rivers.  

The funds have been granted as part of the 

Australian Government’s Urban Rivers and 
Catchments Program, which is aimed at 

restoring the health of waterways within urban, 

peri-urban and regional centres for native 

plants, animals and local communities. 

This project aims to improve river connectivity 

to benefit native plants and animals including 

the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 

Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC) listed 

Australian Grayling (Prototroctes maraena) 

and other native migratory fish species.  

The project will also benefit many native fish 

species and other fauna such as platypus, 

eels, and macro invertebrates by reconnecting 

waterways.  

 

Why is this project important? 

Free flowing and connected rivers are 

important because they allow fish to move 

upstream and downstream more easily.  

The survival of many native fish species relies 

upon them travelling long distances so that 

they can access appropriate habitat to feed, 

take refuge and spawn. This is crucial to the 

survival of native fish species and populations. 

Many migratory fish species around the world 

are critically endangered or threatened. This is 

largely due to man-made barriers disrupting 

river flows and preventing or limiting these fish 

from their natural migration patterns. This 

subsequently negatively impacts their 

populations. This in turn has a detrimental 

impact on the whole ecosystem as these fish 

provide other benefits such as food for birdlife 

and other native animals. They are an 

important part of a balanced, healthy 

ecosystem. 

Some fish within coastal river systems, such 

as the Barwon and Moorabool River basins, 

are unique because they migrate between 

freshwater and saltwater environments. 

Known as diadromous species, these species 

require access to freshwater and saltwater at 

specific stages to complete their lifecycle. We 

need to prioritise addressing barriers that 

prevent movement of these species because 

they are more sensitive to disturbance from 

human influence.  

 

Barriers to fish migration include artificial 

structures such as weirs, dams, culvert 

crossings, ford crossings, bridges, water 

offtake points, gauging stations, and public 
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and private roads. Some barriers are naturally 

occurring, such as Buckley Falls.   

Native fish also face other challenges in 

addition to these physical barriers to migration. 

Since European settlement we have seen 

changes to the way water flows through rivers 

because water is diverted or blocked through 

reservoirs, dams and weirs. This impedes the 

ability of fish to move past barriers, particularly 

during low water flows. This is exacerbated by 

other pressures such as increasing urban 

population and climate change. 

15 native fish species have been recorded 

within the Moorabool and Barwon River basins 

(refer Table 1 below). Two of these, the 

Australian grayling (Image 1) and Yarra pygmy 

perch, are considered nationally vulnerable 

under the Environment Protection and 

Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC 

Act). 

Eight of these species are diadromous and 

must move between freshwater and estuaries 

to complete their lifecycle. This is of critical 

importance for management decisions 

because these species are the most 

vulnerable to becoming extinct. 

Project background 

Under the current disturbed catchment 

conditions, and with extremely altered water 

flows within the Moorabool and Barwon rivers, 

fish passage and aquatic connectivity is 

severely inhibited. It is important that this is 

given significant attention by all government 

agencies, stakeholders and the broader 

community. A combination of responsible 

development, decommissioning of unused 

infrastructure and retrofitted solutions such as 

fishways (where appropriate) must occur to 

ensure the recovery and maintenance of 

native fish biodiversity in the region.    

Corangamite CMA has previously assessed 

and prioritised in-stream barriers within the 

Barwon and Moorabool River basins as part of 

its strategic approach to integrated catchment 

management incorporating: 

1. A desktop review and analysis of all 
potential barriers within the basins including 
tributaries and minor streams. Over 800 
potential barriers to migratory fish were 
identified.  

2. Field appraisals conducted of the top 100 
barriers to identify key measurements and 
parameters of the structures.  

3. A list of the top 25 barriers was created 
using a cost benefit analysis of barriers 
based on a preferred design solution. This 
has provided Corangamite CMA with a 
targeted approach to mitigating fish barriers 
that are of most ecological significance 
within its region. 

Fish passage has already been restored at 

some of the priority fish barriers identified. 

Two fishways have been installed at a 

downstream tidal barrage on the Barwon River 

main channel (refer Images 11 and 12 below). 

This barrage was constructed over 100 years 

ago and was a major barrier to fish migration. 

Since the fishways have been installed, 

thousands of native fish species are now 

accessing the Barwon River through Geelong 

on a much more regular basis. This has been 

a significant improvement for the environment. 

 

Post-construction monitoring of the first 

fishway at the tidal barrage, between 2013 

and 2015 at 12 sampling intervals, found a 

total of 18 species and almost 70,000 

individual fish were using the fish ladder to 

move upstream. It is estimated that two million 

fish used it in the first 12 months after its 

installation. 

Image 1 – the Australian grayling 



 

Image 2– Batesford Weir barrier, 

Moorabool River 

 

Since these fishways were installed, sampling 

indicates that many migratory fish species are 

congregating at times at key barriers further 

upstream on both the Moorabool and Barwon 

rivers. The current project seeks to build on 

previous project success by addressing these 

barriers and continuing to re-establish native 

fish population ranges. It will achieve this 

through mitigating some of the highest priority 

instream barriers by providing consistent 

waterway connectivity.   

While this current project is addressing 

barriers to fish movement and maximising the 

prevalent low flow conditions particularly in the 

Moorabool River, there is still much more work 

to be done. With hundreds of barriers in these 

river systems, and limited funding available, 

the CCMA can only address certain barriers at 

a time. Generally, this is focused on the 

ecological benefit firstly, however the cost and 

feasibility of completing the job needs to be 

considered. 

In the prioritisation process mentioned above, 

Buckley Falls has been identified as the 

highest priority barrier, and the Batesford weir 

on the Moorabool is priority number 12 in the 

Corangamite region for ecological benefit.  

The CCMA acknowledges that the Batesford 

quarry area poses issues to fish passage at 

times on the Moorabool and will continue to 

investigate opportunities to improve all 

reaches of the Moorabool River.  

This project provides an exciting opportunity to 

take a step in the right direction and complete 

meaningful on ground actions to improve the 

health of the Moorabool and Barwon Rivers.  

 

Where will the fishways be 
constructed? 

On the Moorabool River, the funds will support 

the planning and construction of fish passage 

at Batesford Weir in Batesford. Refer Image 5 

below for a map of the sites and Image 2 

below an image of Batesford Weir.  

 

 

 

On the Barwon River, the funds will support 

the planning, design and construction of 

fishways at two sites within the Buckley Falls 

precinct (refer Images 3 and 4), as well as the 

planning and design of a fishway at the nearby 

Baum’s Weir.   

 

 

No funding has been obtained for any 

infrastructure works at Baum’s Weir. However, 
the planning work that will be undertaken for 

this project will be an important first step in 

identifying the best way to improve fish 

passage. Any further work to construct the 

fishway at this site will be subject to future 

funding availability. 

 

 

Images 3 and 4 – two barriers at 

Buckley Falls precinct 

 



 

Fish species present 

Australian Grayling (Prototroctes maraena) is 

a nationally threatened fish that lives in coastal 

rivers in south-eastern Australia, including in 

the Barwon and Moorabool rivers. The species 

is amphidromous, meaning adults spawn in 

the freshwater reaches and then the larvae 

drift downstream to the sea, and juveniles 

migrate back upstream into freshwater. 

There has been a dramatic decline in 

abundance and distribution of Australian 

Grayling over past decades. This is largely 

due to altered water flow regimes and stream 

barriers. Previous fishway projects have 

already better connected the Barwon and 

Moorabool rivers with the ocean, enabling fish 

to travel easily between marine and freshwater 

environments.  

This project will build on this work and provide 

access to longer stretches of river, providing 

important habitat for the Australian Grayling 

and other migratory species that live in the 

rivers.  

Image 5 – map of project sites 

Image 6 – Australian Grayling sampled in 

the Barwon River 

 

Image 7 – a Tupong sampled in the Barwon River 

 

Red zone depicts study area at each site 



 

Image 8 – a Climbing galaxias 

sampled in the Barwon River 

 

Since Corangamite CMA established the lower 

Barwon River fishways at the tidal barrage 

near Lake Connewarre, Australian Grayling 

juveniles have been consistently sampled 

moving through the fishways upstream when 

investigations have occurred. Table one below 

outlines other fish that have been sampled in 

the Barwon River. 

 
 
 
 

 

How can we address the problem? 

The best treatment option for mitigating an in-

stream barrier is to remove it altogether. The 

river can then revert to its natural position with 

water passing through the system.  

However, this is not always practical or 

reasonable from a management perspective 

as it depends on the nature of the barrier and 

what it is used for. For example, some weirs 

are used for irrigation purposes, and we also 

need to consider risk management of old 

structures and cost benefit. 

When barrier removal is not an option fish 

passage can be created by developing and 

constructing fishways that allow native fish to 

ascend upstream. 

  



 

What are ‘fishways’? 

Fishways, also known as fish ladders, are 

specially built structures that help fish ascend 

past barriers, giving them access to the long 

stretches of river they need to stay healthy 

and keep their populations strong. 

There are many different types of fishways 

that can be built depending on the nature of 

the barrier, the surrounding area, and the 

needs of the fish species that will use them.  

 

Some examples include lateral ridge rock 

ramp fishways, random rock fishways, 

bypasses, vertical slot and concrete cone 

fishways.  

The images below depict some examples of 

fishways that have previously been installed. 

The planning phase of this project will 

determine which type of fishway will be most 

suitable for each site. 

 

Image 10 – a fishway on Barwon River 

upstream of Buckley Falls 

Image 9 – a rock ramp fishway with access track near Melbourne 

Image 11 – a ‘vertical slot’ fishway on the Barwon River tidal 
barrage 

Image seven – a rock ramp fishway on Barwon 

River upstream of Buckley Falls 

 



 

 

  
Image 14 – Scotts Creek rock ramp fishway 

Image 11 above depicts a ‘vertical slot’ fishway that was installed at the tidal barrage near Reedy Lake and Lake 
Connewarre on the Barwon River, which allowed unimpeded fish passage upstream for the first time in more than 

100 years. Since then, two more fishways have been built within the lower Barwon area to increase aquatic 

connectivity that have also been successful at improving fish passage (images 10 and 12). With only limited 

sampling funding available, Australian Grayling have been recorded consistently using the fishways in the lower 

Barwon River to move back upstream. 

 

Image 12 – a ‘concrete cone’ style fishway 
on the Barwon River tidal barrage  

 

Image 13 – a ‘lateral ridge’ rock ramp fishway at Curdies river  

 

Project timeline 

The project is due to be completed in 

early 2028 and will involve 

partnership with Wadawurrung 

Traditional Owners, community 

groups, local government, Heritage 

Victoria and other Victorian 

Government authorities. 

Contact 

To find out more on this project, 

contact the Corangamite Catchment 

Management Authority on 1800 002 

262 or info@ccma.vic.gov.au.  

 


