
The Honourable Peter Garrett, MP
Minister of the Department of Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts

Re: Traveston Crossing Dam, Mary River, Queensland.

By way of introduction, I am a career ecologist residing on the Sunshine Coast, Queensland. My speciality is reef-
building corals  and I  am a member of  the IUCN Specialist  Group for  these species.  I  also have considerable 
experience  in the biology and ecology of  endemic and threatened  species,  having co-authored a major  natural 
history book on an Indian Ocean island group (Socotra) which hosts many such species; and having participated in 
the recent IUCN ‘Red-list’ assessment for the reef corals. I have also reviewed Australian riverine ecology as part 
of  the UNEP-sponsored Global  International  Waters  Assessment,  and hence  feel  qualified  to  comment  on the 
proposed Traveston Crossing Dam on the Mary River, Queensland.

I have made the effort, in my spare time, to participate in the evaluation process for the project since the initial  
period of public submissions to the draft Terms of Reference for the EIS, sending a detailed submission to the 
Queensland Coordinator General  (CG) at  the time. I was subsequently invited to give evidence to the relevant 
Commonwealth  Senate Enquiry into SE Queensland’s  water  issues and have  also sent  detailed submissions in 
response to the Traveston Dam EIS. At the Senate Enquiry, I explained the unique importance of the Mary River in 
terms of endemism and biodiversity, and with others, I also urged that a federal environmental audit be undertaken 
at Paradise Dam on the Burnett  River.  Paradise Dam was built  and is operated under a similar system to that 
proposed for Traveston Crossing. The environmental audit has subsequently occurred and the fishlift device, which 
on any objective assessment has failed to provide consistent bi-directional passage for lungfish, is now the subject 
of a Federal Court case. 

I  have  also  participated  in  the  recent  review  of  the  EPBC Act.  My submission  highlighted  opportunities  for 
improvements  in  the  EIA process  re  assessment  of  long-term likelihood of  survival  of  threatened  species  and 
habitats through conduction of  Population Viability Analysis  and Population and Habitat  Viability Assessment 
(PVA / PVHA), and perceived flaws in the Commonwealth – State Bilateral Agreement in circumstances where the 
State is also effectively the development proponent (as is the case with Traveston Crossing).

As was to be expected, given the consistent rhetoric by the former and present Premiers of Queensland that the dam 
will proceed, the CG has now, finally, given his approval, albeit subject to more than 1200 conditions. It is clear 
from their own admissions that the Queensland Government are determined to build this dam ‘feasible or not’, and 
it is in this context that the CG approval report should be considered. In particular, there is a clear and consistent 
attempt in the CG report to imply that ALL impacts to MNES can (and will) be mitigated. This view is, however, in 
my opinion, in large measure wishful thinking directly contrary to the scientific evidence and to the expert opinions 
expressed in independent reviews of the EIS. 

Some of the proposed mitigation measures, such as improving riparian vegetation along the banks of the Mary 
River,  are  commendable  and  consistent  with  attempted  recovery  of  threatened  species.  These  should  be 
implemented irrespective of the dam. Other critical proposed measures are, however, untried (eg. turtle bypass); 
have  demonstrably  failed  elsewhere  (lungfish  fishway);  or  are  really  desperate  measures  (catch-and-carry, 
relocation  of  turtle  nesting  areas,  collecting  and  incubating  turtle  eggs  etc.).  These  are,  on  the  balance  of 
probabilities, doomed to failure in the medium – long-term, and hence are inconsistent with Australia’s national 
(EPBC Act) and international (UN CBD) obligations to promote recovery of threatened species in their natural 
habitat.

For the CG to suggest that building the dam will actually improve the chances of long-term survival of these species 
is, in my opinion, totally inconsistent with the biology and ecology of these animals. It is clear that the dam will 
cause significant loss and fragmentation of critical habitat and changes in water quality, both in and below the dam 
(chemistry, flow, sediments, temperature, organic matter, weeds etc.) that will have significant negative impacts on 
these species, irrespective of attempts at ‘mitigation’. 

The CG report makes great use of the term ‘mandate’ in respect to some of these measures (eg. flow regime), as if it 
is feasible to actually control this consistently through periods of prolonged drought. Again Paradise Dam provides 
a useful case in point. 



In respect of the flawed logic of providing safe passage via a bypass and fishway, there are 4 key considerations:
1. Likelihood of success in facilitating consistent passage during both high and low dam water levels (untried 

or failed);
2. Likelihood of mortality to the animals during any passage (eg.  injury from devices,  increased rates of 

predation to turtles in the bypass channel);
3. Likelihood that the animals will actually use the devices. It appears to have escaped notice that lungfish 

and turtles are not like spawning salmon, with their urgent, instinctual drive to reach the headwaters of a 
river system to spawn. Rather these are home-ranging species which typically do not travel long distances 
as part of their life histories, other than to nearby areas suitable for breeding / nesting etc.;

4. Any real value of having the species move into the dam, given that the dam is not good habitat for turtles 
or lungfish, especially in respect of breeding / nesting.  

It would be far more realistic to acknowledge that the dam will inevitably and irreparably destroy a large area of 
critical habitat and act as a major barrier to unimpeded movement, albeit in light of the fact that these are not major 
migratory species. 

In regard to the medium – long-term (decade – century) cumulative impacts of the proposal, no attempt was made in 
the EIS  to mathematically model future  population and habitat  viability via  Population Viability Analysis  and 
Population and Habitat Viability Assessment (PVA / PVHA) with / without the dam. This is despite the value and 
importance of these methods having been consistently brought to the attention of the CG since the original comment 
period on the draft Terms of Reference for the EIS. It is unknown why this modelling was not undertaken, given its 
demonstrable value and the Queensland state government’s claim of our being the ‘Smart State’, however it may be 
attributed to one or more of the following:

1. Lack of necessary data 
2. Lack of statistical expertise 
3. Concern that the results would demonstrate increased risk of extinction 

Another key concern, if disbelief re the actual efficacy of the mitigation strategies is suspended, is the ability and 
long-term  commitment  of  the  proponent  to  meet  the  ongoing  cost  and  logistics  of  implementing  the  many 
conditions to be imposed if the dam were to be permitted. Paradise Dam is a case in point. There, just six such 
conditions were imposed on the proponent. Yet it is my understanding that the recent Commonwealth audit and 
pending Federal Court case demonstrate that the proponent was not able to satisfy these conditions re consistent 
movement of Lungfish. There has also been significant mortality of turtles in and below Paradise Dam, as in dams 
elsewhere in Queensland. 

The CG report also makes consistent reference to a precautionary approach, and indeed the Precautionary Principle. 
However, the justification for the dam in terms of MNES, based on the fact that the river is already degraded, is not 
warranted. Rather, admission that the river is already degraded should instigate urgent efforts to restore natural 
habitat, consistent with our EBPC and UN CBD obligations. It should not be used as justification for destroying 
additional  critical  habitat and proposing untried or failed mitigation strategies.  Indeed,  the avoidance of PVA / 
PVHA in the EIS has directly contributed to the lack of certainty re MNES and is a further reason to invoke the 
Precautionary Principle in its  correct  context.  Similarly,  it  is  not  correct  to infer  that  research  and monitoring 
activities that would occur during and subsequent to the dam being built are in any sense ‘precautionary’. These are 
in fact ‘reactionary’. As with PVA / PVHA, there is a clear and consistent misconception in both the EIS and CG 
reports as to the actual meaning of ‘precaution’.

It ultimately becomes a question of probability. Is there a reasonable likelihood that:
i. the admittedly complex multiple  conditions and mitigation strategies  will  actually offset  the large 

negative impacts of the dam on MNES and promote recovery of the threatened species;
ii. the proponent can guarantee that all the mandated conditions can be maintained indefinitely;
iii. The proposed environmental audit schedule will be adequate to ensure that both of the above occur?

The answer to these questions, in my opinion, is ‘No’.

Dams globally have a consistent, well-deserved reputation for causing massive disruptions to riverine biology and 
ecology; and for causing major declines and extinctions in endemic species. To somehow conclude that this dam 
will do the opposite is a remarkable result for the CG report. Dams globally also typically have highly significant 
downstream impacts, and these have also been downplayed in the present instance, despite the presence of a Ramsar 
wetland. As is well known, dams are an old and outdated approach to water issues, typically causing as many or 



more problems than solutions. This is especially true in our current era of rapid climate change. There are better and 
more reliable solutions, and there is simply no valid reason to put MNES at risk.

Finally, it is a well-known truism that ‘Extinction is forever’. On the balance of probabilities, giving approval for 
the  dam  would  cause  further  decline  in  the  populations  of  threatened  species,  contrary  to  our  national  and 
international  obligations.  In  coming decades,  continued declines in these species  would inevitably lead to their 
extinction in the wild and ultimate extinction globally. Such a result would be a real tragedy for national and global 
biodiversity,  possibly occurring  sometime around the  centennial  of  the  demise  of  the  ‘Tasmanian  Tiger’;  and 
forming another disgraceful addition to Australia’s unenviable international reputation as the global leader in recent 
vertebrate extinctions. 

I respectfully urge your careful consideration of all of the above matters in your decision. 

Yours sincerely,

Lyndon DeVantier, PhD.


