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STAFF REPORTS 

Matters which cannot be 
delegated to a Committee or 

Staff. 
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18.1 GRFMA - GAWLER RIVER 2016 FLOOD REVIEW  

 
Contact Person: Mr Sam Green 
 
 
Why is this matter confidential? 
 
Subject to an order pursuant to Section 90 (3) (d) of the Local Government Act 1999, this 
matter is confidential because the disclosure of this information could reasonably be 
expected to confer a commercial advantage on a third party because the information details 
privately owned land areas that will be subject to additional flooding and other areas that will 
be subject to reduced flooding. Disclosure of this information would likely be taken account of 
by prospective purchasers of land that will be subject to additional flooding, to the detriment 
of existing landowners.  
 
Additionally, disclosure of this information would likely lead to premature land sale and 
purchase speculation prior to any GRFMA mitigation decisions, as to improving value of land 
in the case of areas proposed for reduced flood risk. 
 
 
A. COUNCIL/COMMITTEE TO MOVE MOTION TO GO INTO CONFIDENCE 

 
No action – this motion passed in the open section 

 
 
B. THE BUSINESS MATTER 
 

18.1 GRFMA - GAWLER RIVER 2016 FLOOD REVIEW  

 
Responsible Executive Manager : Mr Sam Green 

 
Report Author : Mr Braden Austin 
 
Delegated Authority : Matters which cannot be delegated to a Committee or Staff. 

 
Attachments : 1.  Letter to Council from GRFMA 

2.  Report by AWE for GRFMA 
 
 

PURPOSE 

 
To establish council feedback, for the Gawler River Floodplain Management Authority 
(GRFMA), on a recent preliminary report about (i) a hydrological review of the 2016 Flood, (ii) 
an evaluation of floodplain model performance and (iii) A review of flood mitigation options in 
the Lower Gawler River.   
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STAFF RECOMMENDATION 

 
That Council endorses as a high priority: 
 

1. The GRFMA coordinating the repair of existing breaches to the levee bank system.  
2. The development of a detailed design and costing for physical works for a northern 

floodway, the upgrade and maintenance of the levee system, and the sensitive 
removal of silt and pest vegetation in the lower reaches of the Gawler River using a 
risk based approach. 

3. That the GRFMA seeks state and federal government funding support for the detailed 
design and construction of the northern floodway, and levee upgrade, silt and 
vegetation management in the lower reaches of the Gawler River as a matter of 
urgency. 

 
That Council endorses as a medium priority: 
 

1. That, in principle, a single entity takes ownership and maintenance responsibility of 
the high risk reaches of the Gawler River and investigations are undertaken: 

 
a. into the extent of river land ownership warranted in order to reduce the risk of 

flooding to the broader community. 
b. into the financial implication for control, upgrade and maintenance of the identified 

areas. 
 
 

 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 
The 2016 Gawler River flood was approximately a 1 in 20 year event and damaged a lot of 
property in the Virginia area. The GRFMA commissioned a review of the flood hydrology, the 
floodplain model performance and options for flood mitigation in the lower Gawler River, 
downstream of Baker Road. This report discusses the recommendations of that review.  
 
Supporting the recommendations will be consistent with council’s Strategic Plan through 
Outcome 1.2 Improved service delivery, Outcome 3.2 Commercial and industrial growth and 
Outcome 3.3 Sustainable economic transformation. 
 
The levee system is under multiple private ownership and is generally poorly constructed and 
maintained. The report recommends that maintenance of the levees and channel should be 
the responsibility of a single authority. This may not be necessary in the upper reaches. 
 
Three flood mitigation options have been considered:  
 
Option 1: Northern Floodway. ($27M). Favoured option in the report to GRFMA. 
Option 2: Channel Widening Works. ($119M). 
Option 3: River Desilting and New Outlet to the Sea. (Not costed). 
 
Recommendations generally support those in the report to the GRFMA, with a 
supplementary recommendation that the extent of river land ownership warranted be further 
investigated. 
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1. BACKGROUND 

 
The GRFMA is established to coordinate Gawler River flood mitigation infrastructure. 
Constituent councils are City of Playford, Adelaide Plains Council, Town of Gawler, Barossa 
Council, Light Regional Council and Adelaide Hills Council. There have been a number of 
previous investigations reports and physical works projects completed by the GRFMA.  
 
The 2016 flood has prompted a review and examination of flood mitigation options in the 
lower Gawler River downstream of Baker Road, including the Virginia and Buckland Park 
areas of the City of Playford. The resultant report (December 2016) commissioned by the 
GRFMA and the subject of this report to council is attached as Appendix 2. A previous report 

(February 2016), commissioned by the GRFMA, predicted a breakout of the Gawler River in 
the vicinity of Baker Road and an overland flow path toward Virginia. The 2016 flood did 
indeed break out in this area and followed this path causing a significant amount of damage 
to crops and property. The February 2016 report recommended the raising of the Bruce 
Eastick Dam and, while this has significant benefits for Gawler, Two Wells, Lewiston and 
other places, it would provide minimal benefit in the Lower Gawler area. This latest 
December 2016 report addresses the management of flooding in the area affected by the 
2016 flood and proposes a new mitigation options to protect properties adjacent the lower 
Gawler River. 
 
The concerns of horticultural growers about damage to crops and property from flooding in 
the lower reaches of the river have been well publicised and there is evidence that the flood 
prone nature of some land is negatively affecting investment decision making. 
  
The GRFMA established a reference group, who were consulted in the preparation of the 
report. The reference group comprised the GRFMA’s Technical Assessment Panel plus 
seven landholders and industry representatives, including some from within the City of 
Playford area. 
 
 
2. RELEVANCE TO STRATEGIC PLAN  

 
1: Smart Service Delivery Program 
Outcome 1.2 Improved service delivery 
 
This decision will allow the GRFMA to make further positive steps to reducing the annual 
average flood damages in areas affected by the Gawler River, including parts of the City of 
Playford.  
 
3: Smart Jobs & Education Program 
Outcome 3.2 Commercial and industrial growth 
Outcome 3.3 Sustainable economic transformation 
 
This decision will allow the GRFMA to protect areas of Playford from flooding and reduce 
damage to existing and potential horticultural crops, infrastructure and other investment, 
allowing more intense investment and associated jobs growth.   
 
 
3. PUBLIC CONSULTATION  
 
There is no requirement to consult the community at this point in time. Throughout the 
development of the report to the GRFMA, horticultural and industry representatives were 
actively engaged. 
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4. DISCUSSION 
 
4.1 Hydrological Review of the 2016 Flood.  

The rainfall event and flow data for the Gawler River between 28 September and 4 
October 2016 was analysed and is discussed in the report to the GRFMA, which 
concludes it was approximately equivalent to a 1 in 20 Average Return Interval (or 
an Annual Exceedance Probability of 5%). The review shows that the South Para 
Reservoir spillway modifications and, more particularly, the Bruce Eastick Dam (both 
constructed for the GRFMA) had a large effect in constraining the areas severely 
flooded in the lower portions of the Gawler River (including the Virginia area). A 
comparison of actual flooding, in the Lower Gawler during this event, with what the 
model predicted, shows that the floodplain model provides a reasonable 
representation of reality. This also shows that the existing protection works provide 
protection to slightly less than an event of Annual Exceedance Probability of 5%. 
 

4.2 Existing levee integrity and state of the river channel.  

Both the report to the GRFMA and a separate report from another consultant to City 
of Playford have identified that the existing levees are inconsistently and generally 
poorly constructed, in poor condition and are difficult to inspect and maintain. The 
fragmented land ownership covering the river bed and levees compounds the 
problem further.  
 
A coordinated approach is needed to ensure the levees and river are kept clear of 
nuisance plants and sediment that reduce flow capacity and that levees are 
appropriately engineered and maintained. Making matters more difficult, there is 
ambiguity in the legislative framework around responsibility for watercourse 
management in South Australia. These difficulties are avoided if the river system is 
under the ownership of one entity.  
 
The report to the GRFMA has recommended that maintenance should be the 
responsibility of a single authority. In principle this makes sense, however in the 
middle to upper reaches of the river, single authority responsibility may not be so 
easily justified because the river is confined and generally does not flood beyond the 
property that includes the relevant levee/river bank and portion of river bed. In these 
situations and under current arrangements the only person likely to suffer loss, if a 
levee or river bank is poorly maintained, is the person responsible for the levee. This 
needs further investigation.   
 

4.3 Flood mitigation options. The report has explored 3 flood mitigation options, being: 
 
4.3.1 Option 1: Northern Floodway. $27M. Favoured option in report to GRFMA. 

This comprises:  
 

 Levee improvements from Pederick Road to the rail bridge,  

 A north bank side spillway upstream of Old Port Wakefield Road (and 
new culverts underneath Old Port Wakefield Road).  

 A north side levee system to contain flows up to Port Wakefield Road 
and another spillway for larger flows,  

 North side levee systems west of Port Wakefield Road, guiding flows 
along and then back into the river channel at western Buckland Park. 

 Levee works on 13 properties. 

 1 in 50 year Average Return Interval (2% Annual Exceedance 
Probability) protection for 211 (229 post Buckland Park development) 
of the 248 properties flooded in 2016 and significantly reduced 
flooding for another 10 properties. Includes full protection of the high 
value horticultural land near Virginia.  
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4.3.2 Option 2: Channel Widening Works. $119M.  
This comprises: 
  

 River channel widening by 20 metres from Baker Road to Old Port 
Wakefield Road.  

 River channel widening by 30 metres downstream of Old Port 
Wakefield Road.  

 Replacement of bridges for Baker Road, rail line, Old Port Wakefield 
Road and Port Wakefield Road. 

 Levee improvements from Baker Road to Pederick Road. 

 Protection to an additional 8 properties compared to the Northern 
Floodway option. 

 

4.3.3 Option 3: River Desilting and New Outlet to the Sea. Not costed. 
This comprises: 
 

 Removing about 1 metre of silt from the river bed for about 15 km 
downstream of Baker Road. 

 Selected clearing of vegetation and modification of bridge structures 
as necessary. 

 A new outlet channel to direct flood water to the sea from upstream of 
Buckland Park Lake.  

 Does not provide sufficient river channel capacity and new outlet 
channel would have only a limited effect downstream of Port 
Wakefield Road. 

 
4.4 The recommendations from the report to the GRFMA, that the GRFMA are 

seeking feedback on, are: 
 

Recommendation 1:  River and levee maintenance should be the responsibility 
of a single authority that has the necessary resources and access rights to 
maintain the river in good condition from a flood conveyance as well as 
biodiversity perspective. 
 
Recommendation 2:  River condition and levee maintenance repair work should 
be undertaken as a matter of high priority. 
 
Recommendation 3: The GRFMA proceed with developing concept designs for 
the establishment of a Northern Floodway, in addition to the construction of a 
new river levee system so that consultation with affected landholders can 
proceed. 

 
4.5 Next Steps 

 
The GRFMA have identified the urgency in progressing flood mitigation options for 
the Gawler River and have identified alternative mitigation options as a matter of 
urgency.  
 
The GRFMA will consider the feedback sought from member Councils in February 
2017 and it is expected that detailed design and costings for the identified mitigation 
option will be progressed as a matter of urgency. This information is required to seek 
the funding of the project from the State and Federal Government and associated 
funding from member Councils. It is expected that this work will be finalised within 3-
6 months. 
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5. OPTIONS 
 

Recommendation 
 

Option 1  
 

That Council endorses as a high priority: 
 

1. The GRFMA coordinating the repair of existing breaches to the levee bank system.  
2. The development of a detailed design and costing for physical works for a northern 

floodway, the upgrade and maintenance of the levee system, and the sensitive 
removal of silt and pest vegetation in the lower reaches of the Gawler River using a 
risk based approach. 

3. That the GRFMA seeks state and federal government funding support for the 
detailed design and construction of the northern floodway, and levee upgrade, silt 
and vegetation management in the lower reaches of the Gawler River as a matter of 
urgency. 

 

That Council endorses as a medium priority: 
 

1. That, in principle, a single entity takes ownership and maintenance responsibility of 
the high risk reaches of the Gawler River and investigations are undertaken: 

 

a. into the extent of river land ownership warranted in order to reduce the risk of 
flooding to the broader community. 

b. into the financial implication for control, upgrade and maintenance of the identified 
areas. 

 

Option 2 
 

That Council endorses as a high priority: 
 

1. That council supports the GRFMA coordinating the repair of existing breaches to the 
levee bank system.  

2. That council supports the development of a detailed design and costing for physical 
works for a northern floodway, the upgrade and maintenance of the levee system, 
and the sensitive removal of silt and pest vegetation in the lower reaches of the 
Gawler River using a risk based approach. 

3. That the GRFMA seeks state and federal government funding support for the 
detailed design and construction of the northern floodway, and levee upgrade, silt 
and vegetation management in the lower reaches of the Gawler River as a matter of 
urgency. 

 
 

6. ANALYSIS OF OPTIONS  
 

6.1 Recommendation Analysis 
 

6.1.1 Analysis & Implications of the Recommendation 
 

Option 1 deals with the recommendations of the GRFMA report and proposes that the 
following actions have a high priority and likely to be finalised within a 3-6 months. 
 

Repair of existing breaches  
 

The recommendation supports the second recommendation in the report to the GRFMA. 
Breaches from the 2016 flood occurred across more than one local authority, the repair of 
levees is not regular work for councils and nor is the management of Gawler River levees an 
established council responsibility. It would be more efficient and appropriate for the GRFMA 
to coordinate and secure funding for the various repairs. An overall upgrading and 
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maintenance regime for the levee system is also considered appropriate and funding should 
be sought from State and Federal Government for these works.  
 

Northern Floodway 
 

The report to the GRFMA examined two options for the protection of properties (about 230) 
in the lower Gawler River from flooding; a northern floodway, or channel widening. Both 
options offer similar protection, but the Northern Floodway option is estimated to cost 
substantially less. This is considered to be a practical and sensible option that offers clearly 
positive benefits for the City of Playford and broader community, and should have a high 
return on investment. Detailed design and costing is expected to prove this to be the case. 
 

State and Federal Funding 
 

Because the Gawler River scheme protects thousands of properties across a number of local 
authority areas, the benefits are regional. Additionally, it is normal for the state to contribute 
to stormwater control and flood mitigation works. The horticultural food growing area around 
Virginia that would be protected by the northern floodway scheme is the single largest of its 
kind in Australia and as such is of national significance and so it is in the national interest to 
protect. Both state and federal funding would be appropriate and welcomed in this case. The 
sooner the scheme is completed the sooner the benefits will accrue and so urgency is 
required. 
 

Single ownership and control of the river 
 

The control of the river under the single ownership is seen as a medium priority as should be 
considered over the next 6 to 12 months. 
 

The report to the GRFMA appears to recommend that the entire river be maintained by a 
single authority with the necessary access rights. Administration considers a more selective 
approach would be better. The recommended option is for the GRFMA to consider ownership 
only where there is a benefit to the broader community, where a breach of the river 
banks/levees results in extensive flooding of properties, beyond that of the property which the 
river runs through.  
 

There are greater benefits in a single entity having river ownership in the lower reaches and 
potentially little benefit in a single entity having river ownership in the upper reaches. 
Additional analysis is required to determine the extent of the Gawler River that should be 
controlled by a single entity, but a quick analysis would indicate that control should be at 
least between Wingate Road and Buckland Park, on the basis that breakouts of the river 
during a flood event occur in these locations. The Town of Gawler may wish to see control 
further upstream.  
 

6.1.2 Financial Implications 
 

There are no financial or resource implications associated with this report, however, Council 
will be asked to contribute funding in the future to additional flood mitigation options. Concept 
designs and further costings are required before Council’s contribution can be determined. 
This work has been request to be conducted by the GRFMA. 
 

6.2 Option 2 Analysis 
 

6.2.1 Analysis & Implications of Option 2 
 

Difference between recommendation options 
 

Options 1 and 2 differ only in relation to proposed feedback on the matter of ownership of the 
land associated with the river.  
 

Option 2 (not recommended) is that council remains silent on the matter of land ownership.  
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Your Name 
266 Seacombe Road, Seacliff Park, SA 5049  

Telephone:  0407717368   Email: davidehitchcock@bigpond.com  
Website: www.gawler.sa.gov.au/grfma 

5/1/17 

Mal Hemmerling 

Chief Executive Officer 

City of Playford  

Playford Civic Centre  

10 Playford Boulevard 

ELIZABETH SA 5112 

Dear Recipient Name, 

I am writing regarding the Gawler River 2016 Flood Review -  Preliminary Report - 

Confidential First Draft dated 15 December, 2016. 

The scope of the review was determined by the GRFMA at its 25 October 2016 meeting.  

Australian Water Environments was subsequently engaged to undertake the following tasks:  

1. Carry out a hydrological review of the 2016 Flood, with rainfall and streamflow 

data from across the Gawler River, North Para and South Para catchments to be 

collated and summarised so that a description of the flood can be developed and its 

magnitude characterised at key locations across the catchment.  

2. Evaluate the floodplain model performance by utilising the results from the 

hydrological review and feed these into the floodplain model so that its performance 

could be evaluated against the recorded flood extent information for the 2016 flood.  

3. Review options for mitigation in Lower Gawler River, in association with the 

Technical Assessment Panel and other co-opted stakeholders.    

Having now received and subsequently considered the Preliminary Report the Authority is 

now seeking feedback and comments on the report from constituent councils. 

The Preliminary Report provides the following three key recommendations based on 

Condition and Maintenance of the River and Mitigation Works.  
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Recommendation 1:  River and levee maintenance should be the responsibility of a single 

authority that has the necessary resources and access rights to maintain the river in good 

condition from a flood conveyance as well as biodiversity perspective.  

The very poor condition of the levees, and the river itself reinforces the need for a 

coordinated and managed approach ensuring the river is kept clear of nuisance plants that 

unnecessarily impede flow, that sediment deposition and accumulation is controlled, and 

that any levee system is appropriately engineered and maintained.  

Recommendation 2:  River condition and levee maintenance repair work should be 

undertaken as a matter of high priority 

There are three “no regrets” actions that would provide immediate benefits in terms of 

reducing flood risk.  

 To sensitively remove pest and nuisance plants and revegetate as necessary with 

appropriate native plants species that will not unnecessarily impede flood flows.  

 Undertake repairs to the damaged levees and those sections of levees considered to 

be most vulnerable to failure during the next flood.  

 Sensitively remove accumulated sediment around key structures such as the 

Railway bridge, Baker Road crossing, Old Port Wakefield Road Bridge and the Port 

Wakefield Road highway bridges that is impairing the capacity of these crossings to 

convey flow through them.  

Recommendation 3: The GRFMA proceed with developing concept designs for the 

establishment of a Northern Floodway, in addition to the construction of a new river 

levee system so that consultation with affected landholders can proceed. 

The Northern Floodway option provides a similar (albeit slightly less) degree of 

protection to the channel widening option but it can be achieved at a much reduced cost 

and without the substantial environmental, cultural heritage and social implications 

associated with the channel widening options.  

Please note that notwithstanding finalising the content of the Preliminary Report there is still 

a body of work required  to be undertaken around ground truthing potential works, review of 

costings and completion of hydrological assessments  before the Final Flood Options 

Assessment Report can be completed. See page 21 of the Preliminary Report. 

Additionally, the Authority is mindful that the important questions around funding options and 

ongoing liability/risk from consequences of any completed infrastructure are still to be 
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determined. These considerations will be determined in due course as the project 

progresses. 

More particularly, constituent council support for the recommendations contained within the 

report will enable the Authority to expedite vital negotiations with the Federal and State 

Governments regarding potential funding for the flood mitigation works identified within the 

report (either in individual or a combination of stages recommended within the report) and to 

continue to work with the State Government and Local Government Association SA in 

seeking a review of water course management and flood mitigation legislative 

responsibilities. 

Council feedback and comments should be forwarded to davidehitchcock@bigpond.com by 

9 February 2017.   

Yours sincerely  

 

David E Hitchcock  

Executive Officer 

Gawler River Floodplain Management Authority 

 

Attachment: Gawler River 2016 Preliminary Report – Confidential Frisrt Draft  
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Ordinary Council Agenda 51 24 January 2017 
 

 

C. COUNCIL/COMMITTEE TO DECIDE HOW LONG ITEM 18.1 IS TO BE KEPT IN 
CONFIDENCE 

 
 
Purpose 

 
To resolve how long agenda item 18.1 is to be kept confidential. 
 
 

STAFF RECOMMENDATION 
 

Pursuant to Section 90(2) and Section 91(7) of the Local Government Act 1999, the Council 
orders that the following aspects of Item 18.1 be kept confidential in accordance with 
Council’s reasons to deal with this item in confidence pursuant to Section 90 (3) (d) of the 
Local Government Act 1999: 
 

 Report for Item 18.1  

 Attachment(s) for Item 18.1  

 Discussion for Item 18.1  

 Decision for Item 18.1  
 
This order shall operate until the Gawler River Flood Management Authority releases the 
Gawler River 2016 Flood Review. 
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