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SUMMARY:  This paper outlines sources of material used in stream management plans that are based on historical
data. Examples of the use of that data are given.  An historical approach to planning has been adopted as an addition to,
or replacement of, the usual form of plan that prescribes actions based upon existing condition.  Post-European
settlement changes are used to educate community groups on river processes within a local context.  The approach
seeks to counter two problems common with community stream managers.  Firstly, there are those who place too high
an expectation on rehabilitation programs. Flood damage is too often viewed as failure, with programs being
abandoned.  Secondly, rehabilitation is often viewed as restoration to a pre-European state, which often cannot be
achieved.  An understanding of how a stream has behaved in the past, and why it has done so, provides an anticipation
of change and a more realistic community expectations.

THE MAIN POINTS OF THIS PAPER
� There is a large amount of readily available historical data on which to base studies on post-European settlement

changes to streams.
� These data consist of two sets, the first being planar (maps and air photos) and the second ground material (written,

anecdotal and relic).
� Inclusion of  local historical material in stream management plans has evoked considerable interest within

community groups and has aided in establishing long-term management strategies.

1.THE VALUE OF LOOKING BACK

River management in New South Wales for the
purpose of controlling river erosion processes has, up
until the last decade, largely been limited to programs
that have been specifically funded and agency
managed.  Management has included works that
protect infrastructure (particularly urban) and programs
to protect rivers that are adjusting to changed flow
regimes as a result of flow regulation (dams releases
extending the period of higher flows).  "Hard"
engineering, with the use of rock revetment and other
high cost works, has been favoured, giving a
reasonable protection against failure during extreme
events.

In NSW, the advent of Total Catchment Management
and Landcare has meant that management of streams
has extended to community groups.  Restoration of
streams to conditions that existed prior to recent (post-
European settlement) changes is, along with control of
erosion rates, an expectation of community based
programs.  As the pre-European condition of streams,
and the mode and extent of change, are often unknown,
restoration programs are often based on assumption.
This leads to expectations that have a limited chance of
achievement.  In particular, attempts at introducing
vegetation communities that did not exist prior to the
changes, often result in failure.

The need for funding to be distributed as widely as
possible has meant that "soft" engineering has been
favoured.  Structural works are usually temporary in
nature, having a main purpose of aiding in vegetation
establishment.  Revegetation with low cost structural

support, such as gravel mesh sausages, is more prone to
damage than rock revetment or vegetation embayments
protected by steel pile and chain mesh structures.
Community groups often view damage as total failure,
this view acting as an impediment to follow-up repair
of works and maintenance of vegetation.

A knowledge of the extent of change to streams and the
processes of change are key to maintaining community
group involvement.  Damage to low cost structural
works and vegetation during floods becomes an
expectation, with a need for continued management
anticipated. As a result of experiences with
disillusioned community stream managers, a change in
planning methods has been made by the NSW
Department of Land and Water Conservation in areas
such as the Murrumbidgee River catchment area. In the
past prescriptive plans were produced. These simply
indicated works and management needs on an air photo
base.  In the new approach, local historical material is
used as a replacement or an addition to the prescription
of works and management.   This material is not aimed
only to indicate the extent and the timing of change but
is also used as a means of explaining river processes
that are of particular relevance to the local situation.

The first produced in the Murrumbidgee River
catchment area (Starr 1995) has resulted in a demand
for the inclusion of historic material in others (Starr et
al. 1997, Smith 1996, Smith et al. 1996).  A
continuation of community motivated management in
areas where formal plans have been produced or where
groups have been briefed with historic material
indicates success of the approach.
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