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SUMMARY: In order to restore or rehabilitate a stream it is essential that something is known about the stream’s pre-
disturbance form, and that there is some understanding of the causal factors driving stream degradation.  This type of
information may be best derived from historical research.  The significance of historical research for stream
rehabilitation is illustrated in this paper using a case study from central Victoria.  The Granite Creeks comprise several
perennial and ephemeral streams flowing from the granitic Strathbogie Ranges across the Riverine Plain into the
Goulburn River.  Many of these creeks are now choked with sand and are significantly degraded, both in a physical and
biological sense.  An investigation of the history of the Granite Creeks since European settlement was conducted using
historical maps and plans, land selection files and other archival records, as well as anecdotal evidence.  These lines of
evidence were used to identify original stream forms, the sequence of changes in stream form that have taken place over
time and the factors driving those changes.  This methodology is invaluable for stream rehabilitation because it provides
a model for stream rehabilitation works, information about the factors that have led to degradation in the past, and
identifies the issues that must be addressed if the rehabilitated stream is to be sustained into the future.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years the focus of stream management has
shifted from dealing with site specific problems to
advocating stream rehabilitation as a panacea for many
of the ills we attempt to manage.  The very fact that this
entire conference is focussed on stream rehabilitation
demonstrates the increasing importance being placed on
the need to rehabilitate our rivers and streams.  Whilst
we have now identified the need to rehabilitate we still
lack knowledge about the process.  The recent release of
‘An Australian Stream Rehabilitation Manual’
(Rutherfurd et al. 1998) has begun to address this
knowledge gap.

‘Rehabilitation’ implies a return to some previous
condition, yet all too often in Australia unsubstantiated
anecdotal evidence, rather than sound historical
research, is the only information used to determine what
that previous condition was.  Due to the relatively recent

settlement of Australia, we are particularly well
provided with the required sources of historical
information but too few river managers appreciate their
value.

Historical research can be an invaluable tool in devising
a stream rehabilitation strategy because it provides
information about a stream form to which we can aspire,
and it can also tell us something about the factors
driving stream degradation.  Understanding why the
creek has become degraded is just as important as
knowing what to do to rehabilitate it, because unless we
can manage the stream to mitigate the degradation
processes all our efforts will be wasted (also see paper
by Starr, this volume).

In this paper we describe the type of historical
information that has been collated for three streams in
central Victoria and we demonstrate how important it is
for the development of an effective strategy for stream
rehabilitation.

THE MAIN POINTS OF THIS PAPER:

• Historical information can generally be obtained without much difficulty.  Sources include:
 -  explorers’ diaries
 -  surveyors’ notes
 -  archival records (eg. Shire records, State government records)
 -  railway and road bridge cross-sections
 -  local interviews
• Historical information obtained in central Victoria has provided important information about pre-

disturbance creek forms, the extent of degradation of the creeks and the activities/events
contributing to that degradation

• Such information provides a sound basis upon which cost-effective stream rehabilitation and
management strategies can be built

• Attempting stream rehabilitation without gathering the relevant historical information may
ultimately lead to the failure of the project
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Whilst the abandonment of a section of channel in such
a manner is probably not unusual for a stream on the
Riverine Plain, it is likely that the process was greatly
accelerated by the excessive release of sediment induced
by activities associated with European settlement.  In
recent years erosion heads have continued to move
through Creightons Creek and, based on the available
evidence, it seems most probable that these heads are
related primarily to stock accessing the drainage lines
and channel clearing, dredging and the initiation of
meander cutoffs.

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

The most obvious benefit of the historical research
carried out on Castle, Creightons and Pranjip-Nine Mile
Creek is that the original forms at the time of European
settlement have been identified. This work suggests that
rehabilitating the middle and lower reaches of these
creeks may involve re-establishing pool-run sequences.
The severity of incision in the upper reaches of the
creeks, as well as land use and infrastructure constraints
(eg. road bridges) indicates that rehabilitation strategies
for these reaches will need to focus on improved
management of the riparian zone, which will assist
rehabilitation by improving the riverine environment
and stabilising eroding sections that are still liberating
sediment.

The review of historical information also revealed that
in recent times channel degradation may have been
driven by activities such as channelisation (particularly
along tracks and drains), possibly bushfires and
droughts, channel dredging, clearing and straightening,
and agriculture, primarily in relation to clearing and
allowing stock access to streams.  So it would appear
that today the greatest threat to channel stability may
well be poor management of stock in drainage lines, and
thus fencing out of stock from the drainage lines,
particularly above the Hume Highway will be a key step
in the rehabilitation of these creeks.  Other action may
involve educating land-holders about the detrimental
impact of channel dredging and the removal of
vegetation on the creeks.  Very little can be done to stop
bushfires, droughts and floods (which drive the erosion
heads at a greatly accelerated rate).  Increasing
vegetative cover throughout the catchment and
improving its management will help to minimise the
impacts of these phenomena.

The impact of incision in the upper catchment on the
lower reaches of the creeks indicates that rehabilitation
strategies must focus, at least initially, on the upper
catchment.  Similarly stream rehabilitation strategies
should not be carried out on isolated stream sections
because each section will be strongly influenced by what
is happening both upstream and downstream, and as
such these rehabilitation works may be prone to failure.

The benefits of using historical research as input to the
stream rehabilitation process are clearly demonstrated
by the example presented in this paper.  The historical

research conducted for the Granite Creeks Project
revealed which sections of stream were suitable for
rehabilitation and which sections required improved
management.  The information also identified what
types of strategies were needed to ensure the long-term
success of stream rehabilitation works carried out on
these creeks, as well as priority action areas.

At locations where sufficient information is available
and anecdotal evidence has been cross-checked to
ensure its veracity, important historical information can
be collated.  Such information is not only beneficial, it is
vital and stream rehabilitation projects that proceed
without historical information are, figuratively speaking,
‘flying blind’.
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Other Historical Data Sources:

Central Plan Office Plans

Department of Natural Resources and Environment,
Victoria Files

Goulburn-Murray Water (former Rural Water
Commission) Files

Land Selection Files (Public Records Office of Victoria,
Victorian Public Records Series)

Public Transport Corporation Bridge Files

Strathbogie Shire Council Bridge Plans

VicRoads Bridge Plans
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