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THE MILLENIUM DROUGHT BROUGHT TO THE FORE 
THE OVER-allocation of River Murray water over 

the twentieth century, illustrated by large changes at the 
lower end of the River. Water levels in Lakes Albert and 
Alexandrina have fallen dramatically, and without dredging, 
the Murray Mouth would be closed. Salinities in the North 
and South Lagoons of the Coorong have risen sharply over 
just four years, with the extinction or sharp decline in key 
components of the system. These wetlands are recoverable, 
but their recovery is reliant on fundamental changes being 
made to the way Australians manage the River Murray and 
allocate its water. Environmental requirements need to be 
considered up front rather than as an after-thought.  

From his unique perspective, ecologist David Paton AM 
examines the changes that have occurred in the Coorong 
and Lower Lakes since European settlement. He summarises 
research collected over thirty years on the different 
ecosystems that comprise these wetlands at the end of the 
River. The book is enriched with personal accounts from 
twenty contributing authors who share a passion for this 
part of South Australia through their connection with the 
environment for recreation, scientific pursuit or livelihood.

Over 200 magnificent images depict the Coorong and Lakes 
in their many guises – from the life beneath the waters 
to the pelicans soaring high, from the wild ocean beach 
to the sheltered waters and rocky islands of the lagoons. 
More than a guide to the region, this book will give you an 
understanding of the causes of the current crisis and possible 
solutions.  

“Beautifully presented and written 
by one of the Coorong’s most 

knowledgeable ecologists, ‘At the 
end of the River’ is an essential read 
for those responsible for making the 

decisions that will determine its future.” 
Professor Mike Young, 

Director, Environment Institute, 
University of Adelaide

“David Paton skillfully evokes the 
Coorong’s beauty and describes 

its importance as a wetland of 
international significance, emphasising 
the need for appropriate environmental 

flows to ensure the protection of our 
precious Coorong”.
Dr Barbara Hardy AO  
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EUROPEAN SETTLEMENT HAS BROUGHT 
many benefits to Australia but few for 
the Coorong.  During the first half of 

last century, the South East was drained and the 
Barrages were built.  With the Barrages in place, 
irrigation communities and cities like Adelaide, 
Whyalla, Port Augusta and Port Pirie could 
expand and they did.

Late in October 2002, this era of expansion came 
to a screeching halt.  Dredges were brought in 
to keep the Mouth of the River Murray open.  
Seven years later, these dredges are still there.  The 
Coorong that served Australia for millennia is 
changing – changing rapidly.  Australia’s mightiest 
river system has run out of water.  When a river 
stops flowing, it is clear that it is over-allocated 
and over-used.  All Australians need to know that 
the end of the River Murray was in strife before 
this current long dry emerged.

For millennia water has flowed into the Coorong 
from the great Southern Ocean, the South East 
and the River Murray. Collectively, these three 
sources have kept her landscape vibrant.  The 
Coorong is one of Australia’s special places.  To 
remain special, she needs water.

More than anything else, the Coorong needs a 
secure water entitlement–one that is as secure as 
that given to irrigators throughout the Murray-
Darling system.  Is this too much to ask?  I don’t 
think it is.  David Paton is of the same view.

How large an entitlement does the Coorong 
need?  To answer this question, one needs first to 
understand how the Coorong functions and how 
much water is needed to raise the level of the 
Lower Lakes to a height that is above sea level.  
When the level of water in the Lower Lakes is 
below the sea, the Coorong cannot function–at 

least not function in the way that we have come 
to know and love.  The Coorong, more than ever 
before, needs a drink.

In the process of gaining this knowledge and 
planning her future, one also needs to understand 
the beauty of the Coorong as a place to be 
nurtured.

Beautifully illustrated and written by one of the 
Coorong’s most knowledgeable ecologists, ‘At the 
End of the River’ is a must read for any person 
interested in the future of the Coorong.  It is an 
essential read for those responsible for making the 
decisions that will determine her future. 
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Coorong landscape                    GREG BOURNE


