
Kooragang Wetlands: 
What you can do
. . . an estuary in which healthy, restored fisheries, shorebird, 
threatened species and other wildlife habitat is in balance 
with a thriving port, the whole providing opportunities for 
research, education and recreation. 

Volunteering: Volunteers play a large part in helping to restore 
native vegetation of the Hunter estuary. Since 1995 over 190,000 
trees and shrubs have been planted. If you have time, come along to 
one of our volunteer days. All are welcome.

Tree planting: 3rd Sunday of every month except December. 9.30 am 
start, with lunch provided. (NB October, November, January, February 
and March, 8.30 am start, with morning tea provided.)

Other volunteer opportunities include:
❑ City Farm Community Garden
❑ Bush regeneration
❑ Administration 
❑ Communications support

Recreation: Experience and explore the wide open spaces along 
15 km of boardwalks, cycleways and walking tracks. Stop for a picnic 
or fish by the river. Meander through floodplain forest listening for 
birds and frogs and spotting spiders and their webs. 

Guided tours are available on subjects ranging from wetlands, 
floodplain forests to sustainable agriculture, history of the islands 
and flooding. Bookings are essential, please call the KWRP office.

Research: Ecological studies by researchers and students from 
various universities and agencies help monitor and guide the 
rehabilitation at Kooragang Wetlands. A large library is maintained 
for public use.

Major partners:

Kooragang Wetlands:  
How to get here

By car, bike or on foot: Kooragang Wetlands (Ash 
Island) is accessed via Ash Island bridge, 100 m east of 
McDonalds on the Pacific Highway at Hexham (12 km 
west of Newcastle).

From Sydney, take the M1 north to the end of the 
freeway. Turn right towards Newcastle and travel 7.5 km 
along the Pacific Highway until you reach the Ash Island 
Bridge.

By public transport: Train: From Hexham Station (on the Hunter 
Line), travel 2.5 km east along Pacific Highway to Ash Island bridge. 
Bus: Hunter Valley Buses 140 (Newcastle Station to Raymond Terrace), 
ask the driver to stop at Ash Island Bridge.

Kooragang Wetlands 
A great place to see restoration of fisheries, shorebird, 
frog and rainforest habitat.  
Walk, cycle, picnic, fish, birdwatch, discover the past.

Ash Island

Further information & bookings
Kooragang Wetland Rehabilitation Project

Address PMB 2010, Paterson NSW 2421
Phone  (02) 4964 9308
Fax (02) 4964 9307
Website www.lls.nsw.gov.au
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Kooragang Wetlands: History
Pre-European era: 
For thousands of 
years Worimi and 
Awabakal people 
have hunted and 
gathered food on and 
around the 20 or so 
islands and mudflats 
of the Hunter River 
estuary. They thrived 

on the abundant fish, shellfish, water birds and other animals as 
well as shoots and tubers of wetland plants. Floodplain rainforest 
flourished in non-tidal areas of the larger islands.

Timber-getting era: Within 20 years of European arrival in 1797 
valuable timber, such as red cedar and ash (after which the island 
was named), had been removed from the Hunter estuary.

‘A remarkably fine place’: Ash Island was granted to AW Scott, 
entrepreneur and keen naturalist in 1827. He grew oranges and 
established market gardens at Scotts Point. His daughters, Helena 
and Harriet, recorded and painted the diverse flora and fauna that 
still existed on the island at that time. Helena’s Botany of Ash Island 
(1862) guides current revegetation. Visiting naturalists, John and 
Elizabeth Gould and Ludwig Leichhardt, enthused about the beauty 
of nature and the great number of plants found there. 

Farming era: Ash Island was subdivided in the 1860s and cleared 
and drained for further agriculture; 17 dairies, 55 families and a 
school were here until mid-1900s. The island flooded regularly. After 
the 1955 (one-in-200-year) flood the island became State-owned 
and was leased for grazing.

Industrial era: Port and industrial activities started in the south-east 
of the estuary in the late 1800s. By the 1960s most of the estuary 
islands had been joined into one — named Kooragang Island in 1968 
— which was intended for industry.

Environmental era: Concerns about pollution in the 1970s led to 
the Coffey Inquiry which highlighted the importance of retaining 
natural habitat in the estuary. An area including the north-eastern 
third of Kooragang Island was set aside in 1983 as Kooragang Nature 
Reserve (now part of Hunter Wetlands National Park) and in 1984 was 
declared a Ramsar site (‘wetland of international importance’). In late 
1992 a feasibility study was done for wetland compensation which 
led to the inception of the Kooragang Wetland Rehabilitation Project.

Kooragang Wetlands:  
Vision and action
The Kooragang Wetland Rehabilitation Project (KWRP) was 
launched in 1993 to protect, restore and create habitat for fish, 
shorebirds, frogs and other wildlife in the Hunter estuary.

KWRP works across the 
Hunter estuary with the 
main areas of activity at 
Ash Island (780 ha), Tomago 
Wetlands (800 ha) and 
Stockton Sandspit (10 ha). 
Restoration sites overlap 
Ramsar wetlands and adjoin 
a major port and industrial 
complex which presents 
both exciting opportunities 
and substantial challenges.

To turn vision into reality 
KWRP uses an adaptive 
management approach 
to improve habitat by 
protecting riverbanks, 
managing water flows, 
creating saltmarsh, 
managing weeds and feral 
animals, using holistic 
grazing methods to 
manage kikuyu pasture and 
revegetating areas of the 
floodplain using local native 
plants.

Tied to the habitat work is 
the creation of opportunities 
for education, recreation, 
tourism and research to 
promote appreciation and 
wise use of wetlands.

KWRP has local links 
with other wetlands, such as Hexham Swamp, and has developed 
international links with Kushiro Wetlands in Hokkaido, Japan, through 
a sister wetlands affiliation. These links complement migratory 
shorebird treaties with Japan, China and South Korea.

Kooragang Wetlands:
City Farm
Kooragang City Farm is an integral part of KWRP and plays 
an active role in managing the wetlands. It demonstrates 
sustainable agricultural practices that improve productivity 
while looking after the health of the river and its catchment.

City Farm uses holistically managed grazing methods and features:

❑ 40 ha, comprising 25 paddocks, allowing for flexible grazing 
management of kikuyu pasture

❑ off-stream watering practices
❑ restored riverbank, wetlands and floodplain forest providing 

habitat, windbreaks and shelter
❑ wet pasture management
❑ community gardens incorporating permaculture and organic 

gardening methods
❑ mixed eucalypt farm forestry plantation

Other important activities at City Farm include educational field 
days, monitoring 
and research 
opportunities.

The rich farming 
history of Ash Island 
is still evident. An 
example is the 
ruins of Milham’s 
farmhouse and 
dairy built in the 
1860s.
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❑ Site maintenance
❑ Monitoring
❑ Plant propagation

❑ Hunter Local Land Services

❑ NSW Office of Environment 
and Heritage – National Parks 
and Wildlife Service

❑ The City of Newcastle

❑ Port Stephens Council

❑ NSW Department of Primary 
Industries (Fisheries)

❑ Australian Government

❑ Kooragang Landcare 
Volunteers

❑ Hunter Bird Observers Club

❑ University of Newcastle

❑ Awabakal and Worimi Local 
Aboriginal Land Councils

❑ Hunter Catchment 
Contributions

❑ NSW Estuary Management 
Program

❑ NSW Environmental Trust

❑ Local sponsors

Funding from: 



Mud dWEllERs
Mud is home to many creatures—crabs, worms, 
snails and other molluscs—which feed on the 
debris found there and in turn are food for fish, 
birds and other animals. At low tide, if you are 
very still, you can see crabs grazing on algae 
and debris. About 10 species of crab are found 
on Ash Island, the most striking being the 
purple-clawed semaphore crab and the red-
fingered marsh crab. Look for footprints in the 
mud—what has been looking for food here?

ABoRIGInAl hERITAGE 
Natural resource managers 
can learn about sustainable 
care of the environment from 
Aboriginal culture. Hunter Local 
Land Services, in partnership 
with both the Awabakal Local 
Aboriginal Land Council and 
Worimi Local Aboriginal Land 
Council, have developed the 
Aboriginal Cultural Heritage 
Management Plan for the KWRP, 
which further integrates both 
traditional and contemporary 
Aboriginal culture with the 
project’s objectives.

Boardwalks, walking tracks and cycleways 
help you explore the wonders of the 
intertidal world, glimpse the majesty of once 
luxuriant rainforest and discover historic 
ruins that hint of bygone days. The Radar 
Station was built in 1942 and provides a link 

to World War II military operations on Ash 
Island. Kooragang Wetlands is being restored 
in a number of ways; return regularly to enjoy 
the transformation.  This brochure provides 
information for those wishing to explore Ash 
Island without a guide.

Welcome to Kooragang Wetlands

FIsh And PRAWns
Schools of tiny juvenile fish 
swim into the saltmarsh areas 
with the incoming tide. Look 
out for them in the tidal creeks 
and shallow pools. Species 
found in the Hunter estuary 
include sea mullet, luderick, 
school prawns, flathead, tailor, 
bream and goby.

FRoGs 
Fifteen species of frog, 
including the endangered 
green and golden bell frog, 
have been recorded on the 
island. KWRP has enhanced 
existing swales and ponds 
used by frogs generally, as 
well as constructed ponds 
providing ‘stepping stones’ and 
established special features to 
improve habitat for bell frogs.

MAnGRoVEs
Mangroves grow where there is frequent 
tidal flushing and make an excellent fish 
nursery habitat. At this latitude, only two 
mangrove species grow in the estuary: the 
grey mangrove and the river mangrove. 
Differences between these two mangrove 
species relate to their size, shape and 
inclusion, or exclusion, of pneumatophores 
(for respiration).

sAlTMARsh
Saltmarsh grows in areas 
where tidal flushing is less 
frequent and is important 
for fish and crab 
production and shorebird 
habitat (roosting and 
feeding). Saltmarsh is 
classed as an Endangered 
Ecological Community 
(EEC).

While exploring Kooragang 
Wetlands please: 

❑ keep to roads, walking 
and cycling tracks 

❑ take your rubbish with 
you 

❑ no fires, no camping
❑ keep this habitat healthy 
❑ report sightings of less 

commonly seen wildlife 
e.g. frogs, snakes, birds

❑ report any vandalism

Saltmarsh

Grey mangroves
Mud

High tide

Low tide
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Rainforest
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ChAnGE:  
The one constant 
in an estuary
Change is a feature of all 
living systems. Change 
can be fast or gradual, 
a result of natural 
processes or human 
activity.

Tidal changes are the 
most frequent. Twice 
daily high tides bring 
nutrients, fish and 
other creatures seeking 
food and shelter. Twice 
daily low tides expose 
mudflats on which 
crabs and shorebirds 
feed. Tide height also 
varies seasonally, king 
tides occur in summer 
(daytime) and winter (at 
night).

Weather changes: 
Freshwater/ brackish 
wetlands form in some 
parts of the estuary after 
rainfall or flooding, but 
these dry out during 
periods of drought. 
In time, the effects of 
climate change will 
cause sea levels to rise 
which will impact on 
the estuary and how it is 
managed.

Geological changes 
such as erosion, land 
subsidence and sea 
level change alter 
the topography 
and distribution 
of vegetation such 
as mangroves and 
saltmarsh. Over time, as 
an area becomes more 
or less saline, a different 
community of plants 
(and animals) is favoured.

Man-made changes: 
Draining, filling, clearing 
and dredging have 
affected the hydrology 
and therefore the 
character of wetlands in 
the estuary.

BIRds
Over 200 species of birds live in or visit the 
Hunter River estuary. About 45 of these 
species are shorebirds and 34 species 
are migratory shorebirds spending 
from August to mid April in the estuary. 
They can sometimes be seen feeding 
at low tide searching on mudflats and 
saltmarshes and gathering on roosts at 
high tide. In April they return to Siberia, 
northern Asia and Alaska to breed. 

RAInFoREsT REMnAnTs
Through KWRP, rainforest remnants are 
being connected and expanded into a 
corridor across the island. As you walk along 
the corridor look out for a variety of flora, 
including ash tree (after which the island 
is named), red cedar and endangered vine 
(white cynanchum). As you walk through 
these remnants watch out for colourful 
butterflies, snakes and thorny vines, and 
listen for small birds.

Visitor Facilities 
Self-service tea, coffee and water plus historical 
and ecological information are available at the 
restored 1890s Schoolmasters House. Guided 
walks can be arranged (phone 02 4964 9308).

BuTTERFlIEs
Ash Island is home to a large 
range of butterfly species, 
and offers food plants for 
87 species. Kooragang 
Landcare Volunteers have 
revegetated an area next to 
the Rainforest Track with local 
native plants known as food 
plants for butterfly larvae. 
Butterflies of Ash Island, a 
booklet containing stunning 
illustrations and interesting 
facts, has been produced by 
volunteers to capture the 
beauty of butterflies on the 
island.  

help


