
THE EPPALOCK CATCHMENT, AUSTRALIA, 1960-1985 

 

 The Eppalock Catchment (Australian Government, 1978), with an area of 

 2,000 km2 , extends northward from the watershed of the Great Dividing Range in 

Victoria, Australia.  It slopes gently from about 1,000 m asl along the divide to 200 m 

at the Eppalock reservoir.  The climate is humid in the south, becoming 

Mediterranean with cool moist winters and hot dry summers in the lower northern 

area (annual precipitation from 1,100 to 500 mm).  Precipitation shows marked 

annual variation, especially in the northern, drier area. 

By the 1950s the entire catchment was extensively degraded due to a 

long period of inappropriate management.  This included overgrazing, impacts of 

the gold mining boom of the 1850s that produced an influx of 40,000 people, the 

accidental introduction of rabbits, over-cultivation of land not suitable for crops, and 

clearing of forests for firewood and timber. 

From the early years of the twentieth century discussion had arisen over the 

possibility of constructing a dam at Eppalock to provide irrigation water.  Several 

attempts were stillborn, in part because of costs, and in part because of the 

realization that the extensive and worsening soil erosion would lead to severe 

reservoir siltation problems.  There was also the hitherto unresolved challenge of 

obtaining cooperation amongst landholders of widely different circumstances. 

These obstacles were eventually overcome and, by June 1960, work had begun 

in three badly eroded sub-catchments.  Government funding had been made 

provisional on landholder cooperation in large-scale soil conservation such that both 
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government and private funding was required.  The Eppalock catchment, in the 

1960s, had presented the Soil Conservation Authority with a unique challenge in soil 

conservation extension.  In the northern portion of the catchment pastures had not 

been improved and soil conservation practices had not been introduced.  Farm 

productivity was poor.  The Government’s decision that soil/water conservation 

projects must proceed simultaneously, in effect, ‘forced’ a special situation on the 

district.  The erosion-control works had to be undertaken prior to catchment 

improvement because it was necessary to control reservoir siltation.  Additionally, 

many landholders, especially in the badly eroded areas, did not live on their 

properties;  there were many part-time farmers also dependent on the firewood 

industry, contract work, sheep shearing, and casual labour. 

The overall success of the project would depend on careful planning, and 

especially on the establishment of good working relationships between the Soil 

Conservation Authority officers and the landholders.  This was facilitated by creation 

of the Eppalock Catchment Committee which held regular meetings.  The process of 

enabling the landholders to realize that they had a major part to play in the planning 

for management of their own property was critical to the success achieved.  

Authority officers, by working with the landholders to effect the construction of farm 

dams to ensure water supplies for cattle proved especially significant.  Moreover, the 

high level of cooperation produced improvements in all aspects of land management. 

Given the size of the project, there were very many ramifications.  For 

instance, it was fortunate that, prior to the 1960s, several problems associated with 

pasture improvement in this difficult hill country had been solved.  The use of the 
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chisel seeder for a ‘one hit’ method of pasture sowing had been proved successful 

and economically feasible by a few of the local landholders;  this turned out to be 

especially significant.  A lime-superphosphate mixture with the trace element 

molybdenum was found to be effective for good clover establishment.  Aerial top-

dressing was established as both practical and economic for applying maintenance 

fertilizer dressing.  Also, myxomatosis and ‘1080’ poisoning was counteracting the 

severe rabbit problem.  An improved design for protective fencing was adopted that 

proved most effective in reducing maintenance problems for landholders. 

These and other collaborative activities became cumulatively effective as they 

were introduced simultaneously and extended across the project area.  The 

construction of many erosion control works required the development of special 

skills and experience.  Work teams, therefore, were recruited locally.  These teams 

became skilled in construction of small gulley-control structures, such as silt traps 

and groynes, the building of grassed chutes, the erection of protective fencing, tree 

planting and other vegetative works, and the construction of earthworks within the 

range of specially-equipped wheel tractors. 

One of the terms of the Eppalock planning required landholders to assume 

responsibility for maintaining the protective fencing immediately upon erection and 

for all other works installed by the Authority within three years of their completion.  

If a landholder were not able to demonstrate a reasonable level of compliance then 

the Authority would defer the carrying out of its work on that property. 

By 1985, the degraded landscape of the Eppalock Catchment of the 1960s had 

been transformed.  The improvement had resulted primarily from the success of the 
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massive erosion control and catchment improvement programme undertaken 

between 1960 and 1975.  Bare hills had been converted into productive pastures and 

gully erosion had been largely checked.  There had also been a dramatic reduction in 

the amount of silt reaching the reservoir. 

While many of the changes are hard to visualize -- a measure of the project’s 

very success -- the many kilometres of tree-planted gullies serve as a lasting 

testimonial.  One especially interesting side benefit has been the return, or 

introduction, of 22 species of birds into the area. 

Not only has the landscape been transformed, but significant changes in land 

ownership have occurred.  By far the biggest change has been the development of 

rural subdivisions, creating blocks 2 – 20 ha in size.  These are  found mainly around 

the towns and villages and along the shores of Lake Eppalock.  Pursuits other than 

farming have been introduced, including hobby farms that have resulted in the 

regeneration of trees and shrubs.  The increasing popularity of Lake Eppalock for 

recreation is especially significant.  There is now overnight accommodation for about 

7,000 people.  In addition, up to 18,000 visit the lake on day trips during the peak 

holiday seasons of Christmas and Easter. 

The severe drought of 1982-1983 was seen as one of the biggest tests of the 

entire project.  This pushed to the limit the catchment’s heavily grazed paddocks that 

were exposed to wind erosion.  Soil losses of up to 10 mm occurred in the worst 

affected areas and emergency erosion control measures were being introduced when 

the drought broke.  The impressive drought resistance characteristics of the 
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introduced perennial grass species of Phalaris were demonstrated both during and 

after the drought. 

What has the Project achieved?  The primary purpose had been to minimize the 

amount of silt reaching Lake Eppalock.  It has been estimated that this has been 

reduced to one-sixth the estimated possible amount.  Productivity has been increased 

three-fold in places, and continued improvements are anticipated.  Thus, a new sense 

of stability and security has been achieved. 

The earlier total dependency on wool as a source of income has been replaced 

by the raising of fat lambs and cattle.  The landscape itself has been transformed; it is 

not only much more productive, but aesthetically pleasing thus augmenting the 

recreational developments.  One of the most important gains, however, is the 

demonstration that a large section of a farming community was willing to work 

under the guiding control of a government agency.  The combination of a peaceful 

rural location, enhanced landscape aesthetics, recreational opportunities, proximity 

to the lake, and ready access to Bendigo and Melbourne, has resulted in the building 

of subdivisions and new settlements.  In purely economic terms, with a thirty-year 

evaluation period, at an annual discount rate of 8%, a net value of US $4.0 million 

and an internal rate of return of 25.4% ensured a benefit : cost ratio of 2:0. 

The basic question raised by this project at its outset was:  why should the 

wider community, through a public agency such as the Soil Conservation Authority, 

become involved in an undertaking that was intrinsically a good investment for a 

number of private landholders?  Four points are relevant: 

1.    the Soil Conservation Authority had the initiative, funds, expertise, and legal 
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       backing;  it was also able to accept the ‘risk’ of failure; 

2.    the landholders were unlikely to be able to organize and finance such a 

  venture on their own; 

3.    the increase in the community tax base proved to be considerably in excess of 

  the public costs; 

4.    it proved to be a demonstration project that had great value for application 

       further afield. 

For Australia, the Eppalock undertaking is an unusual example of extensive and 

comprehensive evaluation and provides guidance for the future evaluation of other 

projects.  However, when considering its feasibility for possible overseas 

implementation, the relative social and cultural homogeneity of the participants must 

be taken into consideration.  Extensive modification would be necessary, for instance, 

before such an approach could be introduced into Asian, African, or South American 

mountain situations.  Nevertheless, its very success should provide encouragement 

for such attempts. 

 6


