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Use of riffle and run habitat by native fish in the Murray–
Darling Basin 

Changes to flow rate and water level could affect the use of flowing habitat by 
native fish within the Murray–Darling Basin. 

Many fish species use flowing habitat for foraging and other important life stages. Unnatural and 
rapid change in water levels and flows could affect how native fish use flowing habitat. 

Project description 

Flowing (lotic) habitat in the western slopes of the Murray–Darling Basin (MDB) is mostly runs and 
riffles. This habitat is the first affected by flow management rules, particularly during low flow and 
extended high flow events.  

Many fish species use flowing habitat for foraging and other purposes. For example, Eel-tailed 
Catfish (Tandanus tandanus) are often seen in the shallow, fast-flowing riffle habitat in the Gwydir 
River below Copeton Dam at night.  

This flowing habitat may be important to Eel-tailed Catfish and other native species for daily 
foraging. Yet the importance of this habitat to Eel-tailed Catfish and many other species is not 
known. Water extraction in unregulated streams and water delivery from major reservoirs in 
regulated rivers can cause unnatural and rapid changes in water level and flow rates. How these 
changes influence the use of flowing habitat (such as riffles and runs) by native fish in the MDB is 
not known.  

Research is necessary to answer the following questions: 

 What native fish species use flowing riffle and run habitat for foraging?  

 How important is this flowing habitat for each species (that is, time spent in flowing 
habitat)? 

 Do flow management decisions influence how native fish use flowing habitat? 

• Do very low flows reduce access to flowing habitat for significant periods of time? 

• Does extended medium–high flow during the irrigation season reduce access to 
flowing habitat for native fish? 

 Are there velocity or water level thresholds which affect use of flowing habitat by native 

fish?  

Use of project outcomes 

The outcomes of this project will inform the management of environmental flows and extraction as 
part of water sharing plans, water resource plans and long-term water plans. This will contribute to 
designing management actions to optimise positive outcomes for native fish.  

Project delivery 

Potential candidates for this project include both undergraduate and postgraduate ecology 
students. It particularly suits those studying fish or aquatic ecology.  



Water Science Research Prospectus 

Project information sheet 

NSW Department of Planning, Industry and Environment | PUB20/4 | 2 

We can break the project into smaller projects to suit the knowledge and skills of students, and the 
time available. The project could be several undergraduate or honours-type projects. Or it could be 
undertaken as a larger postgraduate project. 

Timing/proposed timeframe 

The Department of Planning, Industry and Environment—Water will oversee this project.  

Projects by university students will be time-bound due to the nature of their studies. For example, 
an honours project will have less scope and be for a shorter time than a Masters or PhD project.  

The project would need to take into account the seasonality of fish movement and responses to 
flow. 

Location 

The project must be focused on fish species and flow habitats of the NSW Murray–Darling Basin. 
The project will involve desktop work and field work. The project work will be dependent on the fish 
species and habitat to be examined. 

Contact 

For more information on this project contact water.science@dpie.nsw.gov.au. 
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