
FOUNTAINDALE DAM
Our actions in the past have created some irreversible damage to our 
ecosystems and natural processes that, in some cases, will never be 
reversed. It’s an enduring legacy that our future generations will ultimately 
have to manage, and they will face consequences that we can’t even begin 
to imagine. 

Widespread clearing of native vegetation is one of the more profound 
examples, with State of the Environment report (2011) estimates of around 
one million hectares of land still being cleared each year. 

The impacts of land clearing extend beyond the loss of habitat for native animals and increased threats to biodiversity. 
We have also decimated the intricacies of our ecosystems such as hydrological cycles, soil structure and biological 
cycles with major impacts for the productivity of our land including increased acidification, soil erosion and loss of 
soil carbon.

The greatest reductions in native vegetation extent have been in eastern, south-eastern and south-western Australia. 
These landscapes are predominantly characterised as having high rainfall and high soil fertility, and are therefore 
ideal for growing food for our nation and for the world.

These landscapes are also the most inhabited regions with around 85 per cent of the Australian population living 
within 50km of the coast. 

As you can imagine, all of these competing land uses are placing immense pressure on our environment- our 
soils, waterways, vegetation communities and biological populations. These pressures will become more intense as 
climatic changes begin to further influence ecological interactions. 

The landscapes in these areas are now characterised by a mosaic of land tenures and land covers. Most of us 
have seen the patchwork effect on the land from an aeroplane window. You can also notice from the air, that these 
patches are interspersed with networks of vegetation or wildlife corridors. Some areas have vast swathes of trees 
as far as the eye can see while others have tiny patches that are isolated from remnants that are residing close by. 
We call this fragmentation, and it is one of the legacies of two centuries of land alterations and modifications across 
the continent.

The effects of fragmentation are now well understood. The National Wildlife Corridors Plan is a useful reference to 
help gain an understanding of the impacts of fragmentation and the benefits of improving connectivity in Australia’s 
landscapes.

Our ecological systems are vital for providing essential services to produce our food, fibre, energy and other products 
we use every day. In fact our existence in itself depends on the maintenance of healthy environment. Climate change 
is set to increase the impacts on our ecosystems, through both through extreme weather events and incremental 
changes to climatic conditions. The 2011 State of the Environment report brings together these issues to promote 
a call to action: 

Australia’s land environment will be subject to increasing land–use competition, including between human 
settlements; conservation; and food, fibre and energy production. We have much of the knowledge and experience 
required to better manage our land environment, and have been doing so in many respects. However, the trends 
in many indicators of land environmental values are negative, and are likely to be exacerbated by climate change. 
Realising a more positive outlook for Australia’s land environment will require renewed resolve, effort and investment.
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PROTECTING AND RESTORING OUR LANDSCAPES
As a general principle, it is easier, more effective and more efficient to 
protect and enhance existing landscapes and ecosystems rather than to 
restore them or recreate them. 

All of these types of interventions are important however, to assist our 
landscapes, species and ecosystems to maintain the processes and 
services essential for all life.

Restoration is a management action or ideal that aims to restore ecological 
processes to a healthy and self-sustaining state. It is an essential part of 
reconnecting our landscapes and improving their health and resilience. Restoration includes actions such as stream 
bank stabilisation, replanting cleared vegetation, removing invasive weeds and pests from an area or re-establishing 
the soil structure. These actions usually require specialist expertise to determine the most effective actions. 

Setting the goals of a restoration project is fundamental to achieve success.  This includes deciding what ecological 
processes you are trying to restore and what values you are seeking to protect or enhance.

CHOOSING A SITE - WHERE TO BEGIN?
Site selection is a critical part of ensuring that management is concentrated where it will achieve the best results, 
taking into consideration a range of factors.

The triple bottom line must be considered in all projects. This includes an assessment of the following factors:

ECONOMIC – What will be the cost of maintaining the desired ecological state? This includes consideration of 
the initial costs of materials (e.g. tree guards, tubestock and mulch), labour and other practicalities such as site 
access; but also needs to include the ongoing costs such as maintenance. Early analysis of the costs and benefits 
of managing a site will greatly contribute to the overall success of the project.

SOCIAL- what will be the benefits for the local community and the broader community of managing the site? 
Answering this question will involve consideration of a range of social values. For example, restoration of a certain 
area may have flow on effects for the health and wellbeing of local communities through the provision of clean air 
and water.

Recognising the social benefits derived from participation of volunteers, landholders and others in the local 
community will also greatly contribute to the success of individual projects. A site may be more preferable if there 
is easy access for volunteer groups to enable greater participation and sharing of experiences. Landholders may 
prefer to collaborate on a site that intersects multiple properties to encourage a shared approach to management. 
Other sites may have a higher amenity value than others and may produce more social benefits from those who 
don’t normally participate in these types of projects.

ENVIRONMENTAL- finally, what are the ecological benefits associated with restoring, managing or protecting one 
area versus another area? This will require consideration of the ecological context that a site operates within. For 
example, how close is the site to other remnants or areas of good ecological condition? A site that encourages 
connectivity in the landscape or enhances existing vegetation or ecological communities will assist in achieving 
ecological goals. Other important considerations include whether there are mature trees to provide shelter for 
seedlings, and whether invasive weeds are present. It is recommended that expertise is sought to determine the 
type of intervention required and the management practices available to achieve the best ecological outcomes. 

Success of your project will be greatly increased if there is a balance of all these elements, in addition to careful 
planning, monitoring and evaluation of each element. 
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CASE STUDY - FOUNTAINDALE DAM 
Fountaindale Dam is situated on a productive dairy farm in Jamberoo Valley on the south coast of NSW. It was 
constructed in 1940’s by Kiama Municipal Council to act as a backup water supply for the Kiama township. The 
dam is flanked to west by dairy pasture consisting predominantly of Kikuyu Grass in the summer and Rye Grass 
in the winter. The remainder of the dam is surrounded by high conservation value rainforest, waterfalls and small 
mountain streams. 

Types of land cover in Jamberoo Valley, including Fountaindale Dam

While the majority of the rainforest surrounding the dam is in good condition, its construction left a number of 
impacts in the surrounding landscape, primarily through the removal of mature trees and damage to the soil. This 
created an opportunity for a range of invasive weeds including Lantana, Mist Flower and Trad to colonise areas 
around the dam, inhibiting native regeneration.

ENHANCING EXISTING VEGETATION
An area below the dam was selected as the first project site because of its structural and floristic integrity. 
Following the removal of Lantana, the site was delicately managed to promote natural regeneration, with the 
assistance of a professional bush regeneration team. These sites are hugely important for providing a source 
of seed from mature fruiting trees to assist neighbouring sites to naturally regenerate. They also provide core 
habitat for native fauna.
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STRENGTHENING THE EXISTING  
WILDLIFE CORRIDOR 
A narrow corridor of remnant mature trees on the western side of dam 
provided the building blocks of the second site chosen for the project. While 
the remnant rainforest trees provided a mature canopy, the understorey 
had been degraded by cattle and overclearing. Invasive weeds such as 
Lantana and Mist Flower had replaced the native understorey, simplifying 
both the structure and composition of the corridor. 

The team went in and removed the invasive weeds in stages, starting with 
the woody weeds and then utilising a combination of herbicide application and hand weeding to remove the Mist 
Flower, Trad and other herbs or groundcovers. 

We then infilled the gaps in the canopy by planting a range of endemic rainforest species, propagated through 
Landcare Illawarra’s Rainforest and Woodland Project.

We strengthened the existing corridor by planting a range of endemic species to assist in improving the genetic 
diversity of the site, which will eventually contribute to a healthier and more resilient ecosystem. 

ESTABLISHING A BUFFER ZONE 
We planted a range of sedges and tussock grasses on the edge of the corridor to act as a buffer to reduce ‘edge 
effects’ (such as increased invasive species colonisation) and minimise nutrient runoff from entering the waterways. 
The buffer also acts as an ecotone, to delineate between the regeneration zone and the pasture. This means that 
the paddocks can continue to be slashed without impeding on the corridor area, with positive outcomes for both the 
farm and the environment.

FENCING OFF THE DAM TO RESTRICT CATTLE ACCESS
The dam was fenced off to permanently exclude cattle to help stabilise the dam banks and encourage natural 
regeneration of native reeds and sedges such as Bolboschoenus and Phragmites, which create habitat for a range 
of invertebrates and aquatic species.

BENEFITS FOR THE COMMUNITY
The multiple ownership of land surrounding the dam has created a number of challenges in the past, with different 
management practices applied to adjacent sites. 

The Fountaindale Dam Project sought to overcome these challenges and provide community-driven management 
intervention to assist landholders to maximise the benefits of restoring a shared community asset.

Working alongside the landholders to develop a management strategy that provided multiple social benefits as well 
as economic benefits proved to be a key part in the success of the project, with professional bush regenerators, 
volunteer teams and landholders working together to achieve the end result. 


