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Operating the saltfields:

Seawater came in at the north and, 
through evaporation ponds, salt was 
harvested at the south (pre 2014)

Salt production became uneconomic 
when ACI and Penrice closed 

Salt field operator bought & leased 
saltfields (2014) and outlined plans for 
housing at southern end

No salt produced by new operator



Holding pattern:

New operator had to implement a 
‘holding pattern’ i.e. operate the fields 
and ensure the right salinity of individual 
ponds for migratory shorebirds (EPBC 
Act)

Strong brine then produced was to be 
diluted with Bolivar outflows, to extent 
that Bolivar water available 

With some Bolivar water diverted to 
Virginia, alternative plans were needed 
for the brine



What killed the mangroves and samphires?

• Alternative plans not developed

• In mid 2020 hyper-saline brines were 
pumped, against advice, into gypsum lined, 
decommissioned ponds (Pond PA6)

• The gypsum was rotted (since ponds had 
sat empty for seven years) so the ponds 
leaked and mobilised acidic materials from 
underneath the crust and into the 
mangroves and samphire
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Hypersaline brine crystalising 2.1.2021 



Impacts

• ‘Approximately 9 hectares of mangrove, 10 hectares of saltmarsh, and 
nearly 5 hectares of bare, sparsely vegetated, or aquatic ecosystems 
within Winaityinaityi Pangkara (AIBS) at St Kilda have been impacted’. 
(Govt)

• Failure of the ‘holding pattern’ endangers the most significant 
shorebird site in the Gulf. The saltfields did support 48% of the total 
population, including internationally significant populations of Red-
necked Stint and Sharp-tailed Sandpiper and critically endangered 
shorebirds such as the Far Eastern Curlew. (BirdLife Australia)

• St Kilda township – dead trees, “concrete corrosion”
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What happened 2020-21?

• Interviews (Peri Coleman), community concern and publicity

• Department Mines & Energy gave a Direction to Buckland Dry Creek 
on 24.12.2020 requiring BDC, ‘as far as reasonably practical’, to 
remove brine from all ponds adjacent to the impacted St Kilda 
Mangroves to more northern ponds

• Meetings with Liberal Government Minister and agencies

• DEM, Dept Environment & Water and EPA to investigate

• March 2021 EPA moves brine to higher ground within the leaking 
pond



Vigil at Parliament House 2.2.2021Vigil at Parliament House 2.2.21





What happened 2021-22

• EPA and DEM monitoring 

• No outcomes from EPA 
investigation 

• DEW convenes St Kilda Working 
Group

• Alliance wants the precautionary 
principle to apply: prevent further 
harm by pumping out brine

• Pumping action by Faith Coleman, 
September 2021

• Change of State Government, April 
2022

September 1st, 2021



What happened 2022-23

• Minister asks Govt, Alliance & University experts to reach consensus 

• Plea to Minister Susan Close in Alliance letter (4.8.2022) seeking 
immediate action re pumping

• Ministers' response (22.8.22)
• EPA and DEM are continuing to monitor the groundwater

• DEW to work with Conservation Council to enable the community vision work 
to be completed

• EPA detects rise in surface water salinity, in saltmarsh adjacent to 
Pond 6, pumping begins Sept 27th, 2022 (partial solution)



Fundamental Problems

• Neither Labor nor Liberal Governments required a bond from salt 
field operators (approx. 19 years left of mining leases)

• ‘Holding pattern’ has been failing for years

• Impediments to EPA prosecution

• Respective responsibilities of salt field operator and regulator

• Government agencies and experts from Alliance and Universities 
don’t agree on required action

• Lack of urgency



Possible Futures: reconnect tidal flows

Update (2020) on trial restoration project in pond XB8A



Possible Futures: collect, disperse propagules 



Possible Futures: Blue Carbon



Community Vision and Strategic Plan

Launch at St Kilda Boardwalk  4th August 2023 





Seven 
Management 
Zones 



Seven Management Zones
Seven (7) management zones proposed across the overall site and 
suggested plans include: 

Zone 1 Middle Beach Ponds: 
May be ideal to manage via tidal reconnection. Provide pedestrian 
and push bike access; allow swimming and fishing to continue in 
the historic pumping basin. 
Zone 2 Buckland Park Precinct: 
Manage varied habitats, through reconnecting the Gawler River to 
its delta, saving key samphire species, reconnecting watercourses 
and dealing with invasive casuarina trees. 
Zone 3 Birdwatcher Pond Zone and Adjacent Habitats: 
Reconnect the estuary of Thompsons Creek through the salt ponds, 
as demonstrated by the XB8A Pond Trial (2019). Maintain as the area 
most valuable for bird watching. 
Zone 4 Northern Gypsum Ponds: 
Undertake small scale trials to determine how best to restore these 
ponds, since managing the layers of gypsum and monosulfidic
black ooze during closure will require care. 



Seven Management Zones (cont)
Zone 5 Leaking Gypsum Ponds: 
Removal of salt deposited in these ponds is a priority. With stable 
ponds, options include capping, followed by light top-soiling and 
direct seeding with a coastal herb and shrub mix and/or ‘polishing’ 
wastewater from Bolivar to provide for bird watching. Maintain  
pedestrian and cycle path along these southern ponds linking St 
Kilda to the Tapa Martinthi Yala bikeway at the Little Para. 
Zone 6 St Kilda Township: 
Can be a recognised Gateway to the Bird Sanctuary, with suitable 
signage, a rejuvenated boardwalk, replacement trees in the 
township and repurposing of the St Kilda Mangrove Trail building as 
a Blue Carbon research, historic and ecological interpretative centre. 
Zone 7 Crystalliser and Final Areas: 
Responsibility of State and local governments, and the developer, to 
ensure interests of households and SA community are protected 
should development proceed. Restoration of abandoned salt ponds 
north of the expressway can create wetlands reconnected to the 
mangroves of Barker Inlet. 



What’s Next?

• Minister Susan Close, at Launch, committed to the Plan’s Principles

• Too late now to pump this year

• Mining lease can make salt or rehabilitate – rehabilitation could be 
carbon farming via tidal reconnection

• Luke Mosely, University Adelaide drafting costs of actions

• Development of ‘prospectus’ to attract carbon offset funding

• Alliance briefing to Salisbury Council, October 4th

• Mixed results re recovery – your site visit



Sources

• https://www.energymining.sa.gov.au/industry/minerals-and-
mining/mining/major-projects-and-mining-activities/major-
operating-quarries/dry-creek-salt-field

• https://www.facebook.com/savestkildamangroves/

• https://www.savestkildamangroves.com
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