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Executive summary
This report describes wetlands of the Alice Springs Water Control District (ASWCD). The
purpose is to support water allocation planning in the Water Control District, so that the
natural values of surface waters can be given due consideration. This report also serves as a
convenient summary for anyone with an interest in the area’s wetlands and associated plants
and animals.
The variety of wetlands in the ASWCD is described, including an overview of their ecological
values and examples of the different wetland types. The majority of wetlands in the ASWCD
are natural features of the landscape but some are artificial wetlands created through human
activity. The range of wetlands includes creeks and rivers, springs, claypans, swamps, dams
and sewage ponds. Some of these hold permanent surface water but most only hold water
temporarily, following rain events.
Information is presented here about wetlands that can be regarded as having particular
conservation significance. A notable example is the Alice Springs Sewage Ponds, which
sustain an impressive variety of native waterbirds. There is no formal list of wetlands of
conservation significance in the Northern Territory. However, relatively important wetlands
have been identified in the ASWCD.
Individual wetlands of note in the ASWCD include Conlans Lagoon, Kangaroo Dam Swamp
and the main claypan at Rainbow Valley, all of which are dry most of the time. In central
Australia, waters that are permanent are particularly important for native species. There are
two riverine waterholes that are permanent or nearly so, both in gaps in the West
MacDonnell Ranges: Simpson Gap Waterhole and Bond Gap Waterhole. These are
important drought refuges for native fish. There is only one long-lasting spring in the
ASWCD, which is at Spring Gap in the West MacDonnell Ranges. There are several
intermittent springs which flow after periods of higher than usual rainfall. These springs are
all regarded as Ground Water Dependent Ecosystems (GDEs).
The ASWCD has some groups of individual wetlands that collectively have particular
significance for native plants and animals. The best example is the group of wetlands in the
Ilparpa valley near Alice Springs. These include an unusual and diverse combination of
wetland types; including claypans, swamps, intermittent springs and the sewage ponds.
The ASWCD has a topographically diverse landscape, however, extensive areas have flat or
gently undulating terrain, of which much is sandy. These areas have only a few intermittently
wet wetlands (swamps and pans). Despite this the ASWCD has a surprising diversity of
wetland types and wetland dependent plants and animals which include some that are of
regional significance.
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1.

Introduction

Overview
This report describes wetlands of the Alice Springs Water Control District (ASWCD).
The ASWCD is a relatively large area that surrounds the town of Alice Springs. Water
resources within the ASWCD are managed to ensure long-term supply, with a particular
focus on urban and peri-urban water needs. The main urban water supplies are from
groundwater sources. The ASWCD area incorporates the various aquifers from which the
water supply is drawn. The ASWCD also incorporates surface water catchments within which
the aquifers are located. These aquifers have been intensively studied and their use is
carefully regulated (DNREA 2007).
Water allocation plans need to incorporate environmental and cultural values as well as the
sustainability of water supplies. There is currently no regulated extraction or allocation of
surface water in the ASWCD. However, surface waters are important for pastoral production
and for recreation. Many wetlands have Aboriginal cultural significance. They are also
important as habitats for native plants and animals.
The primary purpose of this report is to support water allocation planning in the ASWCD, so
that the natural values of surface waters can be given due consideration. The report provides
a summary of the district’s wetlands that will also be useful for people with a general interest
in nature and wetlands. The different types of wetland that occur are described with
examples, along with known biological values. Wetlands of particular conservation
significance are described.

Scope
The geographic scope is the full area of the ASWCD (see Figure 1 on next page). There is a
smaller area within the ASWCD that has been defined as a Management Zone, but that is
not given a different consideration in this report.
The focus of this report is the natural values of wetlands. Natural and artificial wetlands are
included. Only limited information is presented on environmental condition and the potential
impact of human activities.
Some wetlands are connected to groundwater and naturally discharging groundwater is
probably important for some species in some wetlands. This is discussed for relevant
wetland types. However, this report does not include detailed assessment of the extent of
ground water dependence. Targeted research would be required in the ASWCD in order to
identify Ground Water Dependent Ecosystems (GDEs) with more certainty. Therefore, the
potential impacts of groundwater extraction on native ecosystems (aquatic or terrestrial) are
not assessed in this report. Subterranean aquatic ecosystems (eg some caves and aquifers)
are included in the definition of wetlands although this can be contentious. One of the
aquifers in the ASWCD is confirmed as supporting macroscopic invertebrates and is
therefore a GDE. However, only minimal information is available for presentation in this
report.

Wetlands of the Alice Springs Water Control District (2015)

6

Definition of Wetland Environments
Wetlands include all places where surface water occurs, such as rivers, pans and swamps,
whether long-lasting or intermittent, and whether natural or the result of human activity. The
majority of this report pertains to natural wetlands, however, the Alice Springs sewage ponds
are an example of how important some artificial wetlands are for native species, in this case
for water birds.
The term ‘wetland’ is interchangeable with the term ‘aquatic ecosystem’ as defined by the
Aquatic Ecosystems Task Group, a working group of the Australian, state and territory
governments (Aquatic Ecosystems Task Group 2012a).
Many of the wetlands in the ASWCD are dry much of the time, yet all can hold surface water;
whether above the ground or as saturated surface soil. This factor is incorporated into the
wetland definition proposed by Duguid et al. (2005) for the arid part of the Northern Territory,
and which is followed in this report (see box below). The definition seeks to make the term
‘wetland’ meaningful in an arid context while being consistent with the international Ramsar
Treaty definition of wetlands.

Formal definition of arid NT wetlands
Wetlands are areas of permanent or temporary surface water or waterlogged
soil. They may be dry for decades but inundation or water logging must be
reoccurring and of sufficient duration to be used by macroscopic plants and
animals that require such conditions during their lifecycles. They may be
natural or artificial, with still or running water which can be fresh or saline. In
the inland they may be of any depth or size.
‘Common language’ definition of arid NT wetlands
Wetlands is a term that can mean different things to different people. Our
definition is based on an international agreement and includes waterholes,
rivers, swamps, clay pans, salt lakes and springs. It also includes artificial
wetlands such as dams, sewage ponds and associated swamps.
Wetlands in the arid part of the Northern Territory range enormously in size
from vast salt lakes to small spring fed pools. A few hold permanent water but
most of the wetlands are dry most of the time. One of the distinguishing
features is that following rain, wetlands continue to hold water after the
surrounding landscape has dried out; either above the ground or in
waterlogged soil.
To be considered a wetland, an area must at least occasionally be wet for long
enough that it is used by plants and animals that require water logging or
inundation during their lifecycles and are visible to the naked eye. Even if they
are only filled once every few decades they may still be important for species
conservation.
(Definitions from Duguid et al. 2005)
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2.

Background Information

Information about the physical landscape of the ASWCD and its aquifers is provided in the
Alice Springs Water Resource Strategy 2006 – 2015 (DNREA 2007). Additional information
about the terrain is presented here to explain the context within which the wetlands occur.
The features described can be found on published topographic maps and most will be
viewable on the NT Government public digital map interface for natural resources information
(NR Maps; currently located at www.lrm.nt.gov.au/nrmapsnt).

Geography of Major Rivers
The rivers and creeks of the area are collectively a significant proportion of its wetlands. The
waterholes within them are the most reliable natural surface waters, apart from a single longlasting spring.
The landscape of Alice Springs is dominated by the MacDonnell Ranges and this upland
area is the source of the major creeks and rivers in the ASWCD. The boundary of the
ASWCD incorporates all of the catchment of the upper part of the Todd River, with various
small and large tributaries. The other major river of the ASWCD is the Hugh River, but the
ASWCD does not encompass the upper catchment of the Hugh. The Hugh River is one of
the large tributaries of the Finke River. The Todd, Hugh and Finke rivers are all part of the
Lake Eyre Basin, and all flow south from the MacDonnell Ranges before heading east and
south towards the distant Simpson Desert.
The Todd is a substantial river where it passes through Alice Springs, with a wide sandy river
bed lined by large river red gum trees. Two of the larger tributaries of the upper Todd are
Colyer Creek and Charles Creek (also called Charles River). Downstream of the town the
Todd River breaks up into several minor channels to the east of the airport. This area is
known locally as the Todd Floodout. Beyond the floodout, the Todd reforms a dominant
sandy channel which runs east another thirty kilometres to the boundary of the ASWCD.
Downstream of the Water Control District the Todd is joined by other major tributaries, the
Ross River and Giles Creek. The catchments of these are in the MacDonnell Ranges but are
not in the ASWCD. The term Todd Floodout can cause confusion because there is a more
substantial floodout of the Todd, near the edge of the Simpson Desert. To avoid ambiguity
the floodout in the ASWCD can be referred to as the ‘initial Todd floodout’ (see Figure 1).
Various tributaries join the Todd River and its initial floodout within the ASWCD. Roe Creek is
the largest of these and floods out south east of the airport, contributing to the initial Todd
floodout.
On the west side of the ASWCD, the Hugh River runs south from the MacDonnell Ranges
and cuts through the Waterhouse Range and the James Range. From there it heads east
before turning south and exiting the ASWCD. Two substantial tributaries of the Hugh join it in
the ASWCD. These are Jay Creek and Mueller Creek, which both have substantial sandy
river channels. In contrast, Orange Creek is a relatively minor drainage line. In places it is a
floodway and not a drainage channel, but it does occur entirely within the ASWCD.
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Figure 1. Location of the ASWCD with respect to south flowing Lake Eyre Basin rivers of the NT

Figure 2. Terrain of the ASWCD
Wetlands of the Alice Springs Water Control District (2015)
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Terrain and Geology
The upland areas create the gradients along which surface waters flow when rains occur.
Areas of outcropping rock are important for wetland function being ‘hard catchments’ from
which rain mostly ‘runs off’ rather than soaking into the ground. Upland areas of the ASWCD
are shown in Figure 2 (on page 9).
The landscape of the most northerly part of the ASWCD is formed by metamorphic rocks
(Arunta Block) with granite intrusions, such as at the Old Alice Springs Telegraph Station.
These rocks form much of the catchment of the upper Todd River and its tributaries.
Although most of this area is small hills and undulating rocky terrain there are some relatively
high hills. The two highest are Mount Forster and Mount Everard (931 & 949 metres above
sea level), which lie on the north west edge of the Todd Catchment.
The tall east-west ridge lines of the MacDonnell Ranges dominate the skyline of Alice
Springs and much of its surrounds. The Todd and its tributaries cut through these at gaps
such as Emily Gap, Jessie Gap, Heavitree Gap, Honeymoon Gap, Fenn Gap, Simpsons Gap
and Bond Gap. Some but not all of these gaps have waterholes within them. The persistence
of those waterholes ranges from temporary to permanent.

Bond Gap (A. Duguid, April 2011, private collection)

The geology of the east-west running MacDonnell Ranges includes many strata, composed
of various rock types. Most of the higher ridges around Alice Springs are Heavitree Quartzite.
The tallest mountain in the ASWCD is Mt Lloyd (1054 metres above sea level), which is at
the eastern end of the Chewings Range and consists of Chewings Range Quartzite. The
Chewings Range is mostly outside the ASWCD. It extends about eighty kilometres to the
west and includes several of the highest peaks in central Australia as well as some very
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biologically significant permanent springs. There is a single known Chewings Range spring in
the ASWCD, at Spring Gap on the north east side of Mt Lloyd, in the Todd River Catchment.
Mount Lloyd forms part of the catchment divide between the Todd and Finke river systems.
The south west side of Mount Lloyd sheds rain runoff into Jay Creek, a tributary of the Hugh
River in the Finke system. However, much of Jay Creek and its catchment are not in the
ASWCD. The ASWCD does not extend far enough north and west to include the highest part
of the Jay Creek catchment, which consists of the tall quartzite ridges of the Chewings
Range.
There are various low sandstone ranges and isolated hills in the ASWCD, most notably, the
Waterhouse Range in the west, the James Ranges in the south, the Ooraminna Range in the
east, and the Deep Well Range in the south east. Various short minor creeks flow out from
these ranges but most do not join up with any of the major rivers. Apart from these ranges
and isolated hills, the southern part of the ASWCD is predominantly flat with a few areas of
slightly undulating terrain, as shown in the following oblique aerial photograph.

Flat terrain north of the Waterhouse Range with tall ranges on the northern horizon
(A. Duguid, May 2013, NTG)

Biogeographic Regions
The ASWCD contains parts of four nationally defined biogeographic regions. These
bioregions are part of an Australia wide system called the Interim Biogeographic
Regionalisation of Australia (IBRA) (Thackway & Cresswell 1995). The IBRA bioregions are
often used to summarise and report on aspects of natural ecosystems. Therefore the
bioregions of the ASWCD are summarised here.
Most of the ASWCD is divided between two bioregions: the MacDonnell Ranges Bioregion
and the Finke Bioregion. A small part of the ASWCD is in the Burt Bioregion (the most
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northern part of the ASWCD). Part of the ASWCD is in Simpson-Strzelecki Dunefields
Bioregion, even though the ASWCD is a long way from the Simpson Desert.
Many sections of the boundaries between bioregions in the ASWCD do not follow an obvious
ecosystem boundary and so their location is rather arbitrary. For example, the area south of
the Waterhouse Range is part of the Finke Bioregion but has sandplain terrain and
vegetation that is extremely similar to parts of the Finke Bioregion. The land system mapping
available for the region provides a more detailed classification of terrain and vegetation in the
ASWCD (unpublished NT Government revision of the original CSIRO (‘Perry’) land system
mapping from the 1960s; plus more detailed land system mapping of individual pastoral
leases).

Wetland Mapping
The most comprehensive published mapping of wetlands in the area is the 1:250,000 scale
topographic maps. These are also available as digital data from Geoscience Australia.
However, this mapping is far from comprehensive for wetlands. For example, the largest
wooded swamp in the ASWCD is not shown on the topographic maps (Kangaroo Dam
Swamp). The mapping does not have much information about the wetland type of many
individual features. For example, swamps are not distinguished from claypans. Duguid et al.
(2005) discuss this issue in more detail. Some additional wetland information is depicted on
other maps such as the 1:100,000 scale topographic map of the Alice Springs area, the
Simpsons Gap Land Unit Map, The Larapinta Trail maps and geological maps.
Remote sensing of surface water has been undertaken in 2002 (Duguid et al 2005), in 2008
(Barnetson and Duguid 2008) and in 2010 (Barnetson and Duguid 2010). Comparison of
remotely sensed surface water, Google Earth satellite imagery and topographic mapping was
undertaken for this report. In addition, Google Earth imagery was used in assessing the
presence and type of wetlands across the ASWCD, including in places where no wetlands
are mapped in other sources.
Groups of claypans in the south of the ASWCD are a useful case study. Neither the remotely
sensed mapping of surface water or the topographic maps delineate all the claypans that are
known to be present. Past remote sensing of surface water (eg by Barnetson & Duguid 2010)
was done with imagery from very wet periods (e.g. 2000) and does delineate some wetlands
that are not depicted on the topographic maps. Conversely, some of the pans that are
marked on the topographic map did not have water in them at the time of the images used. A
combination of the two provides the most up-to-date available mapping of claypans (and
swamps).
In parts of the ASWCD area, very high resolution imagery in Google Earth shows some
wetlands that are not mapped by either the above two sources. Using Google Earth it is also
possible to determine the wetland type of some wetlands, such as distinguishing claypans
(predominantly bare) from swamps (relatively well vegetated). This could be used to create
more detailed and comprehensive wetland mapping in the future.
Mapping of riverine waterholes is not currently adequate. From satellite images and local
knowledge it is known that some moderately to very long-lasting waterholes are not shown
on the topographic maps and that there are many more short to medium-term waterholes
along the Hugh River than are mapped. Satellite images from multiple dates would need to
Wetlands of the Alice Springs Water Control District (2015)
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be analysed to determine waterhole location and longevity. The current remote sensing of
surface water shows continuous water in some river sections because the river was either
flowing or had only recently stopped flowing at the time of the images.
Data on springs in the arid NT has been collated by the NT Government from various
sources (Duguid unpublished data) and summary information is available over the internet on
the national atlas of groundwater dependent ecosystems. Springs are depicted as point
features.
Some individual wetlands of the ASWCD were described in volume 2 of the inventory of arid
NT wetlands (Duguid 2005), which included mapping coordinates. Some wetlands of the
ASWCD have been observed by the author from aircraft (en route to other areas).
The above sources of wetland mapping are considered adequate for the purpose of this
report, even though they cannot yet be considered comprehensive.

Classification of Wetland Types
A classification of wetland types in the arid Northern Territory was developed by Duguid
(Duguid et al. 2005). It is the basis for the list of wetland types of ASWCD that is presented
later in this report. The classification takes account of the predominantly arid climate and has
been used in various accounts of wetlands in central Australia (e.g. Duguid 2011). The
classification is compatible with the international Ramsar Treaty wetland types. It is also
compatible with the recently produced Australian National Aquatic Ecosystem Classification
(Aquatic Ecosystems Task Group 2012b), despite some differences.

Terminology for the Longevity of Inundation
The longevity of wetlands is an important aspect of their ecological function. The longer
lasting wetlands are known to have special value as drought refuges for some plants and
animals (Brim Box et al. 2008, Duguid et al. 2005). There is no agreed terminology for
categories of wetland persistence (i.e. how long they stay wet). Recent work on the midsection of the Finke River (Duguid 2013) resulted in suggested terminology for riverine
drought refuges that is adapted here, as presented below.
Permanent: not known to ever completely dry out.
Semi-permanent: only dries out in the most severe droughts, in the order of once in 50
years or less frequently.
Rarely Dry: usually inundated but dries up more frequently than semi-permanent, in the
order of once in 10 to 40 years (i.e. long-term but not semi-permanent).
Long-lasting but Regularly Dry: dries up at least once per decade on average, in
relatively minor droughts; lasts at least a year after a flow event and usually more; the
persistence of some waterholes in this category may vary due to cyclic geomorphic
change in alluvial sediment (scouring or infilling) and changes in the elevation of the local
water table in response to major droughts or major recharge events.
Additional terms can be used when there is more uncertainty about an individual waterhole or
when a set of waterholes of differing persistence is discussed. For example, ‘Possibly
Permanent’ can be used when there is uncertainty for a feature that is believed to rarely if
ever dry up. ‘Long-term’ can be used for a waterhole or spring which is expected to fit in the
‘Rarely Dry’ or ‘Long-lasting but Regularly Dry’ categories.
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Duguid (2013) discusses additional issues involved in classifying the longevity of riverine
drought refuges. Duguid et al. (2005) suggest terminology for shorter lasting wetlands, both
in rivers and non-riverine wetlands such as pans and swamps. Categories relevant to the
ASWCD are presented below, based on Duguid et al. (2005).
Temporary Wetlands: inundated or saturated less than 80% of the time, and sub-divided
on frequency, seasonality and on duration of inundation as follows.
Categories of Frequency of Inundation (in temporary wetlands)
Frequent but Intermittent: inundation is relatively common, occurring in the order of 1 in
2 years to 1 in 5 years, but not strongly associated with annual rainfall patterns (e.g. the
summer monsoon)
Occasional: inundation is not frequent but more often than 1 in 10 years on average.
Rare and Intermittent: inundation is relatively rare, in the order of 1 in 10 years
Episodically Rare: inundation is rare, in the order of 1 in 20 years
Duration of Inundation (in temporary wetlands)
Long Lasting: more than 6 months and up to several years
Medium: between 1 and 6 months
Brief: lasts less than 1 month
Other patterns of inundation could be meaningfully established such as the frequency of very
large and/or long-lasting inundation as occurred in the Ilparpa Claypans in 2010.
The various terms above are part of work to develop standard terminology. However, readers
are advised that there are relatively few wetlands in central Australia for which there is good
information on the persistence of inundation and patterns of wetting and drying.
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3.

Wetland Types and Examples

Summary
Table 1. Wetland Types in the Alice Springs Water Control District

Arid Arid NT Wetland Type / Broad Type
NT
Code

Occurrence

Basins (pans, lakes and swamps)

B1211
B1221
B1222

Large Freshwater Lakes and Pans (larger than 8 ha)

B2211
B2212
B2222

Wooded Swamps (Non-linear)

B2223

Other Shrubby Freshwater Swamps

B2231
B2232

Grassy Freshwater Swamps

Small Freshwater Lakes and Pans (smaller than 8 ha)
Isolated Rock Holes (not connected to drainage line network)

Wooded Swamps (Linear/Riverine)
Lignum Swamps

Herbaceous Swamps (non-grassy)

9 (uncommon)
9 (common)
? (may occur but none mapped)
9 (uncommon)
9 (uncommon)
9 (one known but parts of
other wetlands are lignum
dominated)
9 (may only occur as elements
of wetlands, not as dominant
type (e.g. at Conlans Lagoon)
9 (probably uncommon)
? (may occur but none mapped)

Flats

F0002

Wooded Flood-prone Flat

F

undetermined Flood-prone Flat

9 (widespread in the Todd
Floodout and floodouts of its
tributaries)
? (further survey of Todd
floodout required to classify
types)

Watercourses

WU1201

Temporary Upland Waterholes

WU2201
WL1112

Generally Dry (Temporary) Upland Channels

WL1122

Generally Wet Non-permanent Lowland Waterholes in Gaps and Gorges

WL1123
WL1202

Other Generally Wet Non-permanent Lowland Waterholes

WL2001
WL2002
WL2003
WL2005

Major Wooded Watercourses (includes riparian woodland)

Permanent Lowland Waterholes in Gaps and Gorges

Temporary (Generally Dry) Lowland Waterholes

Minor Lowland Wooded Watercourses
Melaleuca Dominated Lowland Watercourses
Unwooded Lowland Watercourses

9 (considerable variety in
longevity and other attributes)
9 (common)
9 (Bond Gap & Simpsons Gap
waterholes are probably
permanent)
? (possibly Bond Gap or
Simpsons Gap waterhole)
9 (Owen Springs Waterhole)
9 (considerable variety in
longevity and other attributes)
9 (common)
9(possibly uncommon)
9(possibly uncommon)
9 (e.g. parts of Orange Ck)

Springs

SU1211
SU2201

Temporarily Running (generally dry) Freshwater Upland Springs

SU2202
*

Temporary Minor Springs and Seepages in Exposed Upland Terrain (generally dry)

Generally Wet Minor Springs and Seepages in Exposed Upland Terrain

Intermittent Base Flow River or Creek Section (not in Duguid et al. 2005)
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Table 1 continued.
Subterranean (underground)

U0001

Underground Water Filled Spaces in Rock (or alluvium) with Macroscopic Invertebrates

9 (confirmed for Town Basin)

Dams Across Watercourses

9 (several)
9 (several)
9 (several along railway)
9
9

Artificial

A1001
A1002
A1003
A2004
A3001

Excavated Dams/Tanks in Swamps and Pans
Other excavations: quarries, borrow pits, mine pits
Open Metal/Concrete Tanks filled from Bores
Sewage Ponds

Examples of the main wetland types of the ASWCD are given in the text below. The locations
of a selection of these examples is presented in the map (Figure 3) on page 29.

Swamps and Pans
The arid NT wetland classification (Duguid et al. 2005) has a major group of wetlands types
called ‘Basins Forming Natural Wetlands’. This grouping accounts for the difficulty in
allocating many arid NT ‘basin wetlands’ to one of the categories of lacustrine (lake/pan) or
palustrine (swamp) due to the following factors:
•

some sections of the wetland are vegetated and others are bare

•

the wetland is distinctly vegetated but the vegetation may become submerged in
major inundation events

•

the wetland has vegetation that is emergent during inundation but is relatively sparse

•

there is no agreed or practical threshold of vegetation density for distinguishing
palustrine from lacustrine in arid Australia

•

for many basin wetlands there is no survey data that will allow them to be allocated to
a palustrine or lacustrine category.

Conlans Lagoon, south of the Ilparpa Valley, is an example of a wetland with distinctly
vegetated parts (palustrine) as well as bare areas (lacustrine).

Conlans Lagoon (also known as Rifle Range Swamp) (Angus Duguid, May 2010, NTG)
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The arid NT classification includes a distinction based on size for compatibility with the
Ramsar wetland types (smaller than or bigger than 8 hectares). This distinction seems quite
arbitrary in the local context. There are few very large pans and swamps in the ASWCD.
All the basin wetlands of the ASWCD are freshwater systems (i.e. there are no salt lakes or
saline swamps).
Simple claypans are one of the more common wetland types in the ASWCD. These claypans
are characterised by bare (unvegetated), clay rich soils. Examples close to Alice Springs
include the claypans in the Ilparpa Valley and also Ewaninga Claypan which is next to the
Old South Road. Some clusters of claypans occur in the southern parts of the ASWCD, in
sand plain and sand dune terrain. Some claypans have fringing coolabah trees on parts of
the perimeter, as can be seen in the Ilparpa Valley, but many are treeless. Some claypans
occur adjacent to isolated low hills and some have loose gravel and small rocks on parts of
the pan floor (e.g. in the Rocky Hill area).

A predominantly bare claypan with scattered fringing coolabah trees at Ilparpa
(Callum Duguid, 2011, private collection)
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Vegetated claypan (or swamp) at Ilparpa (Angus Duguid, 2010, NTG)

Claypans on Deep Well Station (Jason Barnetson, May 2010, NTG)

There are considerable differences in the frequency of inundation of claypans and swamps in
the ASWCD although there is no quantitative data. This variation is probably due to
differences in the local catchment that feeds each pan. Some rely on very localised rain and
sheet flow. Others collect water that arrives via floodways and a few have small creek
channels feeding water to them.
Swamps are essentially vegetated basin wetlands. There is considerable variation in the
vegetation species and structure. There is survey data for one large wooded swamp:
Kanagaroo Dam Swamp on Deep Well Station. The dominant vegetation is Eucalyptus
coolabah. Despite the name this appears to be a natural wetland. There are some other
predominantly wooded swamps (based on interpretation of Google Earth imagery), with a
notable aggregation of pans and wooded swamps on the south side of Deep Well Range.
Wetlands of the Alice Springs Water Control District (2015)
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There are also some other swamps with scattered trees (observed from aircraft and Google
Earth imagery) in the far south and east of the ASWCD.

‘Swamp’ section of the main Rainbow Valley claypan (Angus Duguid, 2010, NTG)

One small swamp dominated by lignum shrubs (Muehlenbeckia florulenta) is known on Owen
Springs Reserve (Emrys Leitch survey record). Other examples may occur but it is probabaly
an uncommon type in the ASWCD. The vegetation of Owen Springs has been well surveyed
and only one example was recorded. However, lignum dominated areas also occur in other
places such as parts of some of the Ilparpa claypans.
One small pan dominated by grass (Leptochloa fusca) is known on Deep Well Station and
other examples may occur. Other variations occur in the vegetation of swamps/pans. The
main claypan at Rainbow Valley is a notable example, with the lobe of the wetland furthest
from the cliffs being dominated by a locally rare samphire species (Tecticornia verrucosa).
The main part of that claypan is, however, a typically bare pan with cracking clay. Another
uncommon type of swamp vegetation occurs at Conlans Lagoon near Alice Springs, parts of
which are dominated by shrubs of Chenopodium nitrariaceum and others are dominated by
swamp cane grass (Eragrostis australasica).
Some pans or swamps are known to occur within mulga shrubland. When these experience
unusually large inundation events, the fringing mulga becomes a swamp area within the
wetland. This has been observed at a pan in the ASWCD adjacent to the gas pipeline on Old
Man Plains Research Station.

Flats
The areas classified as flats in the arid NT wetland classification (Duguid et al. 2005) are
marginal to the definition of wetland. They are presumed to experience only brief inundation,
typically as sheet flow, and do not retain surface water in a basin landform. They correspond
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to some areas shown on topographic mapping as ‘subject to inundation’. The interim floodout
of the Todd River includes examples of floodprone flats. There is no known wetland oriented
survey data of the Todd Floodout. Inspection of a few points accessible by road and
observations from aircraft and using satellite imagery have informed the description here.
Unlike some floodouts in central Australia, the interim Todd Floodout does not appear to
have any basins that hold surface water for weeks or months. Some areas of very green
vegetation have been seen from aircraft following the very high rainfall period in 2010, but
were not inspected on the ground. Therefore, it is not known if they supported plant species
that are often restricted to wetlands. Alternatively, they may have been dominated by nonwetland plants that were growing particularly lushly.
Remnant native vegetation of the Alice Springs area was surveyed by David Albrecht
(Albrecht and Pitts 2004) who identified a vegetation community dominated by coolabah and
ironwood (Acacia estropholiata). This community is another example of flood prone flats. The
dominance of ironwood suggests that inundation is both brief and rare. An example is the tail
end of St Marys Creek which can be seen along Colonel Rose Drive.
The ‘Eucalyptus intertexta forest’ is an area of unusually dense woodland dominated by
Eucalyptus intertexta, in the Ilparpa Valley, and has a swampy central area. However,
adjacent areas may be better considered as floodprone flats rather than as swamp. Similarly,
areas of dense Mulga (Acacia aneura) on the north side of the Waterhouse Range often
have a linear shape and may be regarded as run-on areas, flood prone flats or floodways (or
all three terms may apply). Since they do not have a central channel they are not regarded
as creeks and water movement can be assumed to be typically slow compared to creek
flows. The details of water movement above and below ground in these areas is not
documented. The photograph below shows an example. Such areas are not usually regarded
as wetlands.

A dense linear mulga area on Old Man Plains Research Station
(A. Duguid, May 2013, NTG)
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Watercourses and Waterholes
Rivers and creeks are the most widespread and abundant wetland type in the ASWCD and
they are well mapped. Most of the time the beds of the rivers and creeks are dry, with flows
occurring episodically in response to rain events. Most flow events last for just a few days.
However, during and following periods of relative high rainfall, flows can continue for many
weeks, and sometimes for months. Waterholes are the places in the watercourses where
water persists after flows stop.

A dry section of Mueller Creek entering the pound in the Waterhouse Range
(Angus Duguid, 2013, NTG)

A flow in Roe Creek (David Albrecht, NTG)
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The range of waterhole types in the ASWCD is listed in the table on page 15. As with any
classification, separate types are not distinguished for all the variables that could be used.
For example, there are three relatively long-lasting waterholes in the Wiggleys Gorge area of
the Todd River which differ from each other in river bed and bank characteristics, but which
are all classified as Temporary Upland Waterholes. Firstly, Wiggleys Waterhole, which is
upstream of the Gorge and is mostly bounded by alluvial (earthy) banks, with areas of loose
river sand on the bed and banks, and an area of rock outcrop. The waterhole can be
relatively deep (over two metres). Not far downstream is a broader shallower waterhole with
a rocky bed (possibly some bedrock as well as various sizes of loose rock). Adjacent to the
main channel on the north west side of the gorge is a large waterhole incised into the
bedrock (a rock hole). Some differences in the plant and animal life of these three nearby
sites will occur due to their different substrates, depths and hydrology.
The classification includes some breakdown into types based on how long water lasts. There
are two waterholes in the ASWCD that are probably permanent: Simpsons Gap Waterhole
and Bond Gap Waterhole. Both occur at gaps in the same tall range of Heavitree Quartzite,
cut by Roe Creek and one of its tributaries. Accordingly, both are flanked by sheer rocky cliffs
but also by alluvium (river sand) and cobbles (loose river rocks). They are sheltered from the
drying effects of the sun and may also get gradual discharge of water from the adjacent rock
(Robert Read pers. comm.), helping to offset losses from evaporation. One other waterhole
in the ASWCD may only dry out in the very worst droughts: Fish Hole on Jay Creek (a
tributary of the Hugh River).
There is little quantitative data about patterns of filling and drying out for individual
waterholes. Therefore the classification into types is not a result of quantitative analysis, and
guess work is involved in matching waterholes to types. The longest lasting waterhole on the
Hugh River downstream of the main West MacDonnell Ranges (ranges dominated by
Chewings Quartzite and Heavitree Quartzite) seems to be Owen Springs Waterhole,
between the contemporary homestead and the Waterhouse Range. That waterhole did not
go dry for several decades (Shane Brumby pers. comm.) but went dry in 2008 and again in
2009.
Some waterholes change character with the movement of sediment in different flow events.
This process has been well recognised by residents of central Australia and was recorded in
the literature over a hundred years ago (Spencer 1896). Two well known examples of this in
sandy river beds are Alice Springs Waterhole (next to the old Alice Springs Telegraph
Station) and Emily Gap Waterhole. When higher intensity flows scour out these sites, the
waterholes become deeper and longer lasting. Other flows of lower intensity, or which taper
off slowly in intensity, can refill them with sand (see Duguid 2013 for diagrammatic
explanation of the processes).
Inspection of satellite imagery indicates that there are many more waterholes along the Hugh
River and the Todd River than are shown on topographic maps. The waterholes discussed
above in the Wiggleys Gorge area are not shown on the 1:250,000 scale topographic map.
Some of the waterholes along the Hugh River may be relatively short lasting (e.g. a few
months without further river flow), but will still be important for supporting native plants and
animals as well as for stock and in some cases for recreation. For example, Redbank
Waterhole, south of the Waterhouse Range, can last many months after rain and is a popular
camping spot.
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Picnic on the Hugh River (Penny Johnston, 2011, private collection)

Owen Springs Waterhole (Jason Barnetson, August 2010, NTG)
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The major river channels are mostly incised into alluvium (earths, sands and gravels
deposited by water movement) which form the riverbed and river banks. At some places and
in some times there is a water table in the alluvium (i.e. a level below which the alluvium is
saturated with water). This groundwater may be connected to rocky aquifers or perched
above relatively impervious rocks. There is no doubt that following periods of high rainfall
(widespread and large or sustained rainfalls) that such water tables rise and some
waterholes effectively provide a window into the water table where the river bed is somewhat
scoured out (e.g. see Duguid 2013 for information about this on the Finke River). The
groundwater processes involved may be complex and are not currently well understood.
During periods of elevated alluvial water tables, shallow waterholes along rivers and creeks
with alluvial beds will be much longer lasting, as occurred in the ASWCD in 2010.
There has been some research and much conjecture about the importance of groundwater in
sustaining riparian vegetation such as river red gums (Eucalyptus camaldulensis).
Measurements of water potentials in river red gum leaves were made in the lower Todd River
within the ASWCD in 2006. The results are not conclusive about the importance of
groundwater relative to unsaturated soil water. This and related research in the Ti Tree area
(not in the ASWCD) is reported by Cook et al (2007). The results indicate that redgums use
groundwater when within reach of their roots. The authors conclude that both riparian and
dryland vegetation can lower water tables even when the roots do not connect to the water
table, by creating osmotic gradients in the unsaturated soil zone. This research does not
allow the importance of groundwater to be quantified for any vegetation type in the ASWCD.
For the ASWCD, there is no research that demonstrates an adverse impact of ongoing
groundwater extraction on native vegetation.

Springs and Base Flows
There is one spring in the ASWCD that is regarded as permanent: Spring Gap Spring, in the
catchment of Roe Creek (Todd River system). It is not mapped on published topographic
maps. It is on the Larapinta Trail, and when observed by the author in 2011 it consisted of
shallow pools fed by a seepage spring on a hill side close to a waterhole in the creek.
Vegetation included bull rushes (Typha domingensis) but also Cyperus polystachyos, which
in central Australia almost only occurs at reliable springs. The geology is Chewings Range
Quartzite which is the source of several permanent springs in the West MacDonnell Ranges,
some with permanent running water along creeks.
The topographic maps (1:250,000) show three springs in the ASWCD. None of these is
regarded as permanent. Paynter Spring, in the Burt Plain catchment, is probably an
intermittent seepage. Flint Spring is probably an intermittently flowing spring (sometimes
resulting in running water). It is in the metamorphic hills north west of Alice Springs, on
Colyer Creek (a tributary of the Todd River). Edgar Spring is an intermittent spring on a hill
side of the Brewer Conglomerate in the north west of the ASWCD. No rare spring dependent
species have been recorded from any of these springs, although botanical survey is only
confirmed for Edgar Spring.
Other springs are known from other sources. A second spring is mapped on Colyer Creek
and another spring (Chisholm Spring) on a different creek to the south of Colyer Creek.
These are marked on the 1:50,000 orthophoto map. Little is known about them but flows are
believed to be intermittent.
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There are anecdotal reports of springs in the vicinity of Undoolya Homestead and Bond
Springs Homestead. The one near Undoolya was reportedly dry for many years (G. Ride
pers. comm.).

Bushwalker at Spring Gap Spring (Callum Duguid, April 2011, private collection)

In very wet periods some sections of creeks and rivers in the ASWCD have been observed to
flow for many months. In the Simpsons Gap area, Roe Creek and the tributary that comes
from Bond Gap both flowed quite strongly for some months in 2010, as did Colyer Creek
where it crosses the Stuart Highway. In 1974, the Todd River ran continuously through town
for 67 days (Kotwicki 1989 citing Verhoeven). The section of the Todd upstream of Wiggleys
Gorge has been observed flowing for many weeks after rain, for example in 2000. The Hugh
River flowed across Namatjirra Drive for substantial periods in 2000-2001. The Hugh was
observed to be flowing at Owen Spring Waterhole in August 2011, when there had been no
recent rain. This phenomenon is described as intermittent base flow by Duguid (2013), and is
presumed to be a result of the water table around the drainage channels being raised to a
level that it discharges into the channel and creates flowing surface water. This is different
from the situation where a spring emerges at a point or along a relatively short section of
drainage line. Many springs are associated with discharge from rocky aquifers. The base flow
effects described above may result from saturated soil as well as possibly from rock aquifers.
The most spectacular ‘base flows’ observed in the ASWCD are in gullies on the south side of
Mt Gillen. These flowed for several months in 2010, and likewise in the 2000-2001 wet
period. These gullies could be called springs or intermittent base flow areas, and further
investigation is required to clarify the hydrological processes and the appropriate
terminology.
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Flowing water (‘base flow’) into Owen Springs Waterhole (Angus Duguid, August 2011, NTG)

Examples of Mount Gillen ‘springs’ (Angus Duguid, slot gorge in 2010, pool in 2001, NTG)
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Subteranean
Aquatic macroinvertebrates that live in underground water (aquatic stygofauna) are known
from the Alice Springs Town Basin (Moya Tomlinson pers. comm.). Under the Ramsar
international wetlands treaty these saturated subterranean habitats are regarded as
wetlands.

Artificial
A range of artificial and modified wetlands occur in the ASWCD. The most notable is the
collection of sewage ponds in Ilparpa Valley that treat and store sewage from Alice Springs.
These provide the largest surface area of permanent water in central Australia. Various stock
dams occur in the ASWCD, storing surface runoff. They include excavated earth tanks (with
raised earth mounds as walls), earth tanks on minor creeks and floodways, tanks excavated
in claypans and swamps, and earth dam walls across minor creeks. Some of these create an
artificial swamp environment (see picture below).

Alice Springs sewage ponds (Peter Latz, c. 1980s, NTG)

Ilparpa Swamp with overflow water from the sewage ponds (Angus Duguid, 2000, NTG)
(the Mount Gillen ‘spring’ gullies can be seen in the background)
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A typical earth tank dam south of Alice Springs (Jason Barnetson, May 2010, NTG)

A dam wall across a minor creek or floodway, south east of Alice Springs
(Angus Duguid, May 2010, NTG)
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Figure 3. Locations of selected wetlands

Names of Selected Wetlands Shown on Figure 3 (above)
1

Painter Springs

11 Conlan Lagoon

2

Flint Spring

12 Mount Gillen Gully Springs (/base‐flow)

3

Upper Colyer Creek Spring 2

13 Edgar Springs

4

Chisholm Spring

14 Owen Springs Waterhole

5

Wigleys Waterhole

15 Ewaninga Claypan

6

Bond Gap

16 Lignum Swamp on Owen Springs Reserve

7

Simpsons Gap

17 Grassy Pan

8

Fish Hole

18 Redbank Waterhole

9

Spring Gap Spring

19 Kangaroo Dam Swamp

10 Ilparpa Claypans

20 Swamps and Pans south of Deep Well Range
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4.

Characteristic and Significant Biota

The aim here is to indicate the value of the area’s wetlands for native plants and animals by
giving examples. A wide variety of native plants and animals live in or use wetlands. Here the
focus is on those that to some extent depend on wetlands. For example, wetland plants can
be defined as those which are rarely found growing in non-wetland environments. Likewise,
waterbirds are birds that predominantly rely on wetlands for food or breeding habitat. It is
beyond the scope of this document to analyse or list all the wetland species known for the
ASWCD. This could be done for birds, frogs and for vascular plants since the NT
Government maintains databases of survey and specimen records of these. For aquatic
macroinvertebrates there is no such database and so a comprehensive list of records from
the ASWCD is not possible. One could be compiled from surveys and studies in similar
places. Although few examples are given here, there is no doubt that invertebrates are
important aspects of the ecology of the wetlands of the ASWCD and contribute to both
scientific and recreational pursuits (e.g. catching shield shrimps in the claypans). The
importance of riverine woodlands in providing nesting and roosting habitat for some bird and
bat species has been identified but not well documented in central Australia. Fish are listed
here since there are relatively few species.
Other publications give a context for assessing the rarity of particular species and the habitat
value of different wetlands and wetland types (e.g. Albrecht et al 2007, Brim Box et al. 2008,
Duguid et al. 2005, White et al 2000a & 200b).

Fish
Native fish occur in both the Todd and Hugh River systems. In the Todd system, the only
extant species appears to be spangled grunter (Leiopotherapon unicolor). However, there is
a record from 1979 of desert rainbow fish (Melanotaenia splendida) (see further information
in Duguid et al. 2005). It is not known if this was a natural occurrence or an introduction. The
drought refuges that allow fish to persist in the Todd River system include the waterholes at
Bond Gap and Simpsons Gap in the ASWCD and John Hayes Rockhole to the east of the
ASWCD. However, the latter is not regarded as permanent. It is believed that artificial
waterbodies such as the golf course ponds also serve as drought refuges that allow fish to
repopulate the Todd (R. Henderson per. comm.). This may explain the presence of fish when
the river flows through Alice Springs after waterholes upstream have dried up and it has not
connected to the longer-term natural waterholes (listed above).
The Hugh River is part of the Finke River system. The Finke has nine native species of fish
of which three are endemic to the Finke (Wager and Unmack 2000; Duguid et al. 2005).
There had been no systematic survey of fishes in the Finke system prior to the
commencement of the Lake Eyre Basin Rivers Assessment (LEBRA) in 2011. Preliminary
results are reported in the annual reports (Cockayne et al. 2012a and 2012b) and are also
summarised in Duguid (2013).
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Six of the nine Finke species are now known from the Hugh River:
•
•
•
•
•
•

banded grunter or barred grunter (Amniataba percoides)
Finke hardyhead (Craterocephalus centralis) (endemic to the Finke system)
spangled grunter or spangled perch (Leiopotherapon unicolor)
desert rainbowfish (Melanotaenia splendida subsp. tatei)
bony bream (Nematalosa erebi)
Hytrl's catfish (Neosilurus hyrtlii)

Hyrtl’s Catfish can be abundant at waterholes on the Hugh River (David Schmarr, 2012)

All six species have been recorded from Owen Springs Waterhole. In the LEBRA 2011
survey only spangled grunter was found at Jay Creek Fish Hole, although there is a museum
record of the catfish there. The only other long-term waterholes known for the upper Hugh
are at Standley Chasm spring (small spring-fed pools) and at Fringe Lilly Gorge; both are
near but outside of the ASWCD. The Fringe Lilly Gorge pool is known to have gone dry at
least once in the past decade (Phil Cowan pers. comm.) and only spangled grunter have
been observed at Standley Chasm spring. None of the waterholes downstream of Owen
Springs Waterhole is known to be very long-lasting. Therefore it seems likely that as many as
five of the species recolonised the Hugh River from the Finke in the period of sustained
and/or regular river flows in 2010 and 2011.

Plants
Most of the wetland plant species in the area can grow both in and out of the water or
specialise in saturated soil at springs and on the edges of receding waterholes, pans and
swamps. Some of the species that thrive when emergent from water include coolabah
(Eucalyptus coolabah), lignum (Muehlenbeckia florulenta), swamp cane grass (Eragrostis
australisica), brown beetle grass (Leptochloa fusca), pale spike-rush (Eleocharis pallens),
bull rushes (Typha domingensis) and nardoo (Marsilea spp.). All of these are amphibious and
can continue to thrive for some time after surface water has dried up. There are few species
that are almost obligate aquatics. Two relatively common ones that grow underwater are red
water mil-foil (Myriophyllum verrucosum) and floating pondweed (Potamogeton tricarinatus);
the latter commonly also has floating leaves and both can survive for a while growing in
saturated soil but out of the water. A regionally rare aquatic species occurred for many years
Wetlands of the Alice Springs Water Control District (2015)

31

at a small water hole in Heavitree Gap: curly pondweed (Potamogeton crispus). However,
this has not been recorded since the waterhole was inadvertently bulldozed during flood
mitigation works.
There is one plant species that is dependent on permanent water that occurs in the ASWCD,
which is Cyperus polystachyos (bunchy sedge). This sedge grows at Spring Gap and
although restricted to springs does occur at many of the permanent upland springs of central
Australia, such as those of the Chewings Range.
The greatest diversity of wetland plants known for the area is in the Ilparpa Valley. If the
nearby Conlans Lagoon is included in the wetland grouping then the diversity is even higher.
Some relatively rare species occur in the Ilparpa group including Elachoma hornii, a small
herb that grows in saturated soil and which has been found in a seepage area near
temporary ‘springs’ (or base flows) running off Mount Gillen. At Conlans Lagoon, there are
several species that are regionally rare. For example, this is the only known location within a
hundred kilometres for Chenopodium nitrariaceum (nitre goosefoot). More common species
such as sundews (Drosera indica) can be a source of fascination and pleasure to visitors to
the Ilparpa claypans. The claypans also support an unusual diversity of wetland plants when
wet and are one of only three known locations for a tiny sedge (Isolepis australiensis) in the
Northern Territory.

Sundew (Drosera indica) in seepage area near one of the Mt Gillen ‘springs’
(Angus Duguid, 2010, NTG)
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The rarest plant known from the ASWCD is Eleocharis papillosa (dwarf desert spike-rush)
which is known to have occurred at Ilparpa Swamp, the swamp area at the eastern end of
Ilparpa Valley. This rare Australian endemic is only known from nine locations, all in central
Australia. It has not been found at Ilparpa for many years despite targeted searching and
may have become locally ‘extinct’ (Duguid et al. 2007). Another uncommon sedge known
from the swamp is of less concern, because although it is very rare in the Northern Territory it
is common interstate and there is evidence that it disperses via seeds carried by waterbirds:
Bulboshoenus caldwelli (marsh club-rush) (Kerrigan and Albrecht 2007).

Birds
There are many records of waterbirds in the Alice Springs area due to accessibility for
birdwatchers. The place with the greatest number and diversity of records is the Alice
Springs Sewage Ponds. Waterbird records from across central Australia were analysed in
2002 by Chris Pavey and Angus Duguid (Duguid et al. 2005) and the sewage ponds were by
far the most diverse wetland for recorded species diversity (87 wetland bird species recorded
between 1978-2002) and had the highest consistent population of visiting birds as well as
being a reliable water area for resident birds. It is likely that the sewage ponds serve as a
drought refuge that significantly influences regional waterbird population dynamics. Other
artificial waterbodies (mainly stock dams) will also contribute to the continuity of waterbird
habitat in dry times. The sewage ponds have also been visited by various vagrant shorebird
species that are otherwise rare in central Australia; for example: long-toed stint, broad-billed
sandpiper and red-necked phalarope.
The riparian woodlands of the creeks and wooded swamps are believed to provide vital
nesting habitat for non-wetland birds including budgies and parrots. All surface waters are
also important as drinking water for many non-wetland birds such as budgies and zebra
finches.
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5.

Wetland Condition and Invasive Species

The condition or health of wetlands in the ASWCD has not been systematically assessed and
that is beyond the scope of this report. However, it is useful to provide some information on
condition and invasive non-native species.
The only wetland specific monitoring site is the LEBRA site at Owen Springs Waterhole. This
has been surveyed twice in what is intended to be an annual program using fish and water
quality as indicators of river health. Past survey of aquatic invertebrates was conducted with
school groups at sites around Alice Springs as part of the Water Watch program in the 1990s
to early 2000s, however that data is not readily accessible.
There is no doubt that large introduced herbivores exert significant grazing pressure on
wetlands and create disturbance through compaction of dry soil and pugging of wet soil.
They can also affect water quality through defecation and urination and stirring up sediment.
There is little published quantitative data of the effect of this on the natural ecology in central
Australia. Potential long-term effects on individual native species are largely unknown. The
current Feral Camel Program (administered by DLRM) and related research have developed
much improved understanding of the effects of introduced grazers on water quality and
invertebrates (Jayne Brim Box and Glenis McBurnie pers. comm.).
The prevalence of introduced grass species in riparian areas (banks of rivers and
waterholes) has been well documented (see Clarke et al. 2005; and Duguid et al. 2005). Two
species in particular outcompete native species and dominate the biomass and cover of nonwoody vegetation: couch grass (Cynodon dactylon) and buffel grass (Cenchrus cilliaris).
These species also contribute strongly to the fuel for wildfires and are changing fire regimes
and altering vegetation structure by causing mature river red gum trees to burn down (e.g.
Edwards et al. 2008).
The invasive plant mexican poppy (Argemone ochroleuca) is well established in the Todd
River and in Roe Creek and sand mining from there is believed to have been the source of
many other infestations in central Australia.
There is one invasive fish species known from the ASWCD in recent years: the so called
mosquito fish (Gambusia holbrooki). This was recorded in Ilparpa Swamp and the adjacent
sewage ponds in around 2002 as well as in some ornamental ponds in the urban area (R.
Henderson pers. comm.). The known populations in the ornamental ponds were eradicated
and Ilparpa Swamp has since been dry several times. A population may still exist in the
sewage ponds. This species is a significant environmental pest. The Finke River system is
one of the few systems of the Lake Eyre Basin that combines a diverse native fish fauna with
an absence of introduced species and efforts should be made to continue this good state of
affairs.
Various artificial and modified wetlands occur in and around Alice Springs. This includes
altered hydrological regimes that cause areas to be wet for longer or more frequently than
would occur naturally. As a consequence, various non-native wetland plants have been
recorded in the ASWCD, several of which have not yet become established further a field.
Examples are the toad rush (Juncus bufonius) that has been recorded at Ilparpa Swamp, flat
sedge (Cyperus eragrostis) that has become established in town storm water channels, a
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non-native variety of brown beetle grass (Leptochloa fusca subsp. uninervia), also in drains
and umbrella sedge (Cyperus orientalis), also in drains.

Cyperus eragrostis (Angus Duguid, 2011, NTG)
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6.

Significant Wetlands

There is no formal list of wetlands of conservation significance in the Northern Territory.
However, various work has been undertaken in central Australia that has identified important
wetlands, providing a context for assessment of relative significance.
Some of the notable wetlands in the ASWCD are groups of distinct individual wetlands. The
best studied example is the group of wetlands of Ilparpa Valley near Alice Springs. These
include an unusual and diverse range of wetland types including claypans, swamps,
intermittent springs and sewage ponds, all of which contribute to the collective value of the
area for wetland plants and animals. The claypans are also an important recreation area for
people in Alice Springs.

Ilparpa Claypans (Jason Barnetson, May 2010, NTG)

Conlans Lagoon is habitat for plant species that are regionally rare. It is the subject of a
conservation agreement.
Owen Springs Waterhole and Jay Creek Fish Hole appear to be important drought refuges
from which fish can colonise other waterholes when they occur in the Hugh River system.
However, Owen Springs Waterhole is not permanent and Fish Hole may also dry up in the
worst droughts.
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Mount Gillen Springs (Jason Barnetson, November 2010, private collection)

The ‘springs’ (or base flow creeks) on the south side of Mount Gillen are an unusual feature
when they occur. The significance is hard to quantify but an associated seepage area
supports the regionally rare plant Elachoma hornii.
The wooded swamp at Kangaroo Dam is a good example of its type. Further survey of
wooded swamps in the region south of Alice Springs is required to determine the values of
this wetland type and provide a basis for assessing the significance of individual swamps.
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Bond Gap Waterhole (Callum Duguid, April 2011, private collection)

The waterholes at Bond Gap and Simpsons Gap are believed to be critical drought refuges
that allow fish to persist in the Todd River System.
The claypans at Rainbow Valley are a good example of claypans. Since they are part of a
much visited attraction they have great educational value. They also support a locally rare
species, the samphire, Tecticornia verrucosa and a regionally rare species of saltbush,
Atriplex sturtii. Rainbow Valley is the only known population of this small saltbush species in
the NT.

Rainbow Valley Claypan (Jason Barnetson 2010, NTG)
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