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Traditional Acknowledgment

We would like to acknowledge the Traditional Owners of the land on which 
we work and learn. We recognise their continuing connection to lands, 
waters and communities. We pay our respect to their Elders – past, present 
and emerging.

Murray–Darling Basin Authority 

The MDBA aims to achieve a healthy working Basin for the benefit of all 
Australians. As an independent expertise-based statutory agency, the MDBA 
is responsible for an integrated plan for the sustainable use of the Basin’s 
water resources. The MDBA also operates the River Murray system and 
efficiently delivers water to users on behalf of partner governments. For 
more information visit: https://www.mdba.gov.au

Petaurus Education Group

Petaurus Education Group Inc. has been delivering science and hands-on 
learning lessons and excursions since the early 2000s. They aim to encourage, 
support and connect our regional students with their community, Indigenous 
Culture and the local environment by developing and delivering quality 
engagement, education, and communication programs that promote positive 
change. For more information visit: https://www.petaurus.org.au
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About the Basin Heroes Program

The Murray–Darling Basin Authority (MDBA) is delighted to partner with 
Petaurus Education Group in 2022 to deliver the Basin Heroes pilot program 
to schools in the Murray–Darling Basin. Basin Heroes is designed to improve 
students’ knowledge and appreciation of the freshwater ecosystems of the 
Basin, as well as the Basin’s importance for agriculture and communities.

The Murray–Darling Basin is an economic and ecological powerhouse. It is 
home to 2.3 million Australians including more than 40 First Nations. It’s 
home to 16 internationally significant wetlands, 35 endangered species and 
120 different species of waterbirds. Around 40% of Australia’s agricultural 
produce comes from the Basin, including 100% of our rice, 74% of our 
grapes and 30% of our dairy. It attracts visitors from around the world, with 
tourism earning $11 billion each year.
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About the pilot program
In 2022, students from Whitton Murrami Public School interviewed 
Dr Keith Hutton at Fivebough-Tuckerbil Wetlands near Leeton. These 
wetlands are Ramsar-listed Reserves, with a diversity of endangered 
water birds and other unique wildlife. Dr Hutton is a founding member 
of the Murrumbidgee Field Naturalists and was involved in having 
Fivebough-Tuckerbil Wetlands internationally recognised as a Ramsar 
site for the conservation of birdlife. Students explored the wetlands and 
developed this book based on their experiences.

Basin Heroes 
of 

Fivebough Wetlands
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We are students from Whitton Murrami Public School, on Wiradjuri Country 
in the Riverina area of NSW. We have been learning about the Murray–
Darling Basin and the importance of water. We went on a field trip to 
Fivebough-Tuckerbil Wetlands with our Basin Hero, Dr Keith Hutton, as well 
as Samantha Davies from Petaurus and Kathy Tenison from Murrumbidgee 
Landcare. 

Fivebough-Tuckerbil Wetlands, northeast of Leeton, is culturally significant 
to the Wiradjuri People and home to a diversity of animals, including at least 
200 species of birds. It is now recognised as a protected Ramsar site. Ramsar 
wetlands are rare or unique wetlands, or wetlands that are essential for 
conserving significant plant and animal species. These are included on the 
List of Wetlands of International Importance developed under the Ramsar 
Convention. Australia designated the world’s first Ramsar site in 1974 and 
now has 66 Ramsar wetland sites.

©Kathy Tenison



Some of our favourites were the Purple Swamphen, Grey Teal Duck, Black 
Swan and Red-Necked Avocet. We also learned some scientific names and 
that some birds travel in large groups and some travel alone. We discovered 
that every day is different at Fivebough-Tuckerbil Wetlands. Dr Hutton 
showed us special cameras that monitor feral pests, such as foxes and cats.

We all had a phenomenal time there with Dr Hutton and Kathy Tenison.

Interview Day - Fivebough Wetlands, Leeton NSW

As we entered the wetlands, 65 Magpie Geese flew overhead and landed in 
the water.

We walked along the pathways, stopped at the bird hide, used binoculars, 
a telescope and bird identification books to identify the birds we saw, and 
listened carefully for their calls. 
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About our Basin Hero, Keith Hutton

Dr Keith Hutton is a Basin Hero because he has been regularly visiting 
Fivebough-Tuckerbil Wetlands and recording waterbirds, especially migratory 
birds, for over 40 years, since 1981. A migratory bird is a bird that travels 
large distances to mate and rear their offspring. Dr Hutton’s favourite birds 
are the waders (shorebirds), some of which travel as fara as the Arctic to 
breed each year and then back to Fivebough-Tuckerbil Wetlands, a total 
distance of 30,000 kilometers each year.

For these reasons, Fivebough-Tuckerbil Wetlands is significant in the Riverina 
and Murray–Darling Basin, throughout Australia, as far north as Siberia and 
Japan, and beyond the Arctic Circle. We feel so lucky to live so close to such 
remarkable wetlands.

Dr Hutton records different information when he visits the wetlands, and can 
identify the birds easily by observation and their special calls.

After graduating with a BSc in Pure 
Science at a University in England, 
he completed a PhD in Agricultural 
Biochemistry and a Fellowship 
from the Australian Institute of 
Company Directors. He has worked 
in England, Canada and Australia 
in a number of roles as a research 
scientist, lecturer, consultant and 
more. 

Wildlife in Australia greatly 
interests Dr Hutton. He likes being 
out in the bush, and ever since he 
was a little boy, he always wanted 
to know the name of the birds and 
animals he saw in nature.

He particularly likes the Australian 
Painted Snipe because of its 
feathers’ beautiful colours, which 
change with the light as the sun 
goes down.
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Dr Hutton believes that Fivebough 
is a very important natural site for 
the community and the Aboriginal 
People and needs to be managed 
well so that it is looked after.

There are five major management 
issues for people and waterbirds: 

Visitors/Infrastructure - Access, 
pathways, shelters, safety, toilets 

Water - Water in Fivebough never 
flows out; the only way that water 
is lost is through evaporation

Vegetation - Native vegetation 
and the risk of fire. Cattle using the 
area to graze.

Livestock – Cattle have been used 
very successfully to control weeds 
at Fivebough. Horses have also 
been useful in the past.

Weeds and Pests - Have to be 
controlled, especially foxes and 
cats.

©Kathy Tenison
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At our Interview Day we identified over 25 different species of birds, including 
birds that migrate from other countries of the world and others that live in 
the Riverina. Our class created small ink and watercolour artworks of each of 
the birds we identified at Fivebough.

Birds top left to bottom right: Great Cormorant, Chestnut Teal, Red-Necked 
Avocet, Australian Reed Warbler, Purple Swamphen, Australian White Ibis.
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Fivebough Interview Day Class Lesson



During his time observing Fivebough, Dr Hutton explained that he has seen 
8 threatened species of water birds and 3 of these are of concern on a 
worldwide basis. They are the Australian Painted Snipe, Curlew Sandpiper 
and Australasian Bittern, all of which are mostly threatened by habitat 
degradation.

Birds top left to bottom right: Dusky Moorhen, White-Faced Heron, Straw-
necked Ibis, Purple-Backed Fairy Wren, Black Swan, Hardhead.
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“We have a responsibility to look after 
these habitats and the endangered and 

threatened species.”

“The location and ease of access make 
Fivebough a potential site for teaching 

and research in various aspects of 
environmental awareness and science. 

Opportunities for photography and other 
artistic or spiritual pursuits, or simply 
quiet contemplation. Any time of the 

year and any time between dawn and 
dusk Fivebough is a magic place.”

Keith Hutton
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Fivebough Wetlands Poem: Majestic Fivebough

There is a place of which I am fond, 

It has lots of birds and a swampy pond. 

In it lives a shiny Black Swan, 

Cormorant, Snipe and Grebe rest upon. 

To search and find we use a telescope, 

We patiently wait all filled with hope.

As we watch Magpie Geese fly in a pattern, 

It is now our turn to take the baton. 

For the birds and plants need our care,

If not looked after, the land will be bare, 

It’s just not fair. 

 

Dr Keith taught us to observe, 

To protect our environment and preserve. 

For the ecosystem should be treasured, 

Its importance for our future cannot be measured. 

We must understand, 

We need to take care of Fivebough Wetland.

By Tahnee, Billy, Braxton, and Alyssa
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“The interview day at Fivebough Wetlands was really fun! We went for a stroll 
through the wetland, being mindful not to rush so that we were able to listen, 
watch and spot birds of all shapes and sizes. From Dr Keith Hutton and Kathy 
Tenison, we learned about endangered birds, such as the Australasian Bittern. 
What we didn’t know was how specific water management had to be to get 
conditions perfect. Did you know that cattle are used in the management of 
Fivebough? We learned that the area is of great importance to the people of 
the Wiradjuri Nation. Before the field day, I didn’t know that there were so 
many birds in our area. Now I know that 174 different species of birdlife use 
the wetlands. Eighty–six are water birds in which 36 have successfully bred.”

Eamon Hill, Year 6

Fivebough Interview Day Reflection



“The Basin Hero Project helped me become more informed about the Murray–
Darling Basin, as I have learned the wetland ecosystems are precious and 
important in supporting flora, fauna and people to thrive. If we do not look 
after the environments in the Murray–Darling Basin, it will deteriorate, dry 
out, flora and fauna will leave and won’t return. As a result, the ecosystem will 
cease to exist.”

Jessie Wilson, Year 5

Fivebough Wetlands Poem

Farming land

Ibis

Victoria 

Ecosystem

Basin (Murray–Darling)

Our responsibility

Unique

Golden sun

Habitat for waterbirds

By Jessie Wilson and Eva Morriss



Basin Heroes Field Day: What we did!
Our whole school participated in a really fun Field Day at our school with 
rotations of activities about having a healthy Basin.

We learned about:
• Wetland environments and all the different species of birds that live in                                                                                                                                               
     wetlands.

• Endangered birds like the Australasian Bittern.

• How to say lots of Wiradjuri words.

• That managing water is really important for the animals and plants.

• How water bugs can help tell you if a waterway is healthy or not.

It was really good to have our Basin Hero, Dr Keith Hutton, come along and 
also learn lots of new things from the special guests.
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Wetlands and water birds 
with Kathy Tenison, Landcare
Kathy Tenison, from 
Murrumbidgee Landcare, helped 
us learn about the wide variety of 
species of wetland birds that live 
locally in the Fivebough Wetlands 
at Leeton and the multiple habitats 
that wetlands offer the different 
species of birds. 

We learned that wetlands are 
home to many types of birds, 
bugs, and animals. Kathy helped 
us discover that the physical 
characteristics of birds define 
where they live and what they eat. 
Some birds travel long distances 
and arrive at spots with similar 
conditions every year to feed and 
breed. You can identify a bird by its 
call as well as its physical features. 
Some birds flap their wings 
vigorously to intimidate predators.

Some birds look very similar so 
it’s important to know the special 
features of the birds. We learned 
about the types of environments 
wetland birds like to live in, such 
as mudflats, shallow water, deep 
water, tall reeds.

Together the birds are important 
for the health of the water 
ecosystem.
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Connection to Country with 
Sandhills Artefacts
Learning about the Aboriginal 
nations that live in the Murray–
Darling Basin is important to help 
continue a strong connection to 
the land and water environments 
and preserve the heritage of our 
First Nation Peoples.

Uncle Michael and Uncle Graham 
from Sandhills Artefacts taught 
us Wiradjuri words for parts of 
our body, Australian animals 
and numbers. The word ‘bobol’ 
means ‘bottom’ and ‘marra’ means 
hand. A ‘gugga’ is a goanna and a 
‘maliyan’ is a Wedge-Tailed Eagle.

We enjoyed listening to Dreamtime 
Stories, singing,dancing, 
discovering Aboriginal artefacts 
and wearing the possum skin 
blanket, listening to Uncle Michael 
play the didgeridoo and trying 
some bushtucker.

We learned that Aboriginal people 
looked after the land and only 
took what they needed for food or 
clothing.





Bitterns and water sustainability with Anna Wilson, LLS
Anna Wilson from the Local Lands Service helped us discover why managing 
water is important for animals, birds, plants and farms. It is especially 
important so that animals and birds like the Australasian Bittern and the 
Southern Bell Frog don’t die and become extinct.

We pretended to be the different things that live in wetlands, such as reeds, 
frogs, birds, fish and foxes, and acted out what would happen to the wetland 
if it wasn’t managed properly, with the environment drying up and birds and 
animals leaving or becoming extinct.

We also made a role play of how the water ecosystems come alive with frogs, 
fish, birds, and aquatic plants when the wetland is managed well.

We know that water sustainability is important for many reasons, including 
caring for the biodiversity that lives in the Murray–Darling Basin.

Dr Hutton explained that over the past 40 years at Fivebough he has seen 
many birds and also watched the environment change with droughts and 
floods. 

“When you’ve got a place that is flooded one year and a desert within 
10 years, you get a lot of different sorts of birds. You get birds that are 
dependent on different water levels – lots of wading birds like stilts and 
plovers when the water in going down, lots of ducks and grebes and swans 
when the water is high.” 

Keith Hutton
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Water bugs with
Petaurus Education Group
Jasmin and Dominique from 
Petaurus Education Group worked 
with us as we explored the Murray–
Darling Basin. We learned that 
the three major rivers that run 
through the Basin are the Murray, 
the Darling and the Murrumbidgee, 
with the Murrumbidgee right here 
in Whitton! We learned that many 
farmers and communities rely on 
the Basin’s water and that the Basin 
provides a home for many native 
animals and plants.

Jasmin and Dominique taught us 
about some unique animals that 
live in our waterways - freshwater 
macroinvertebrates, or waterbugs. 
These tiny creatures don’t have a 
backbone and live in the water for 
part of their lifecycle! We learned 
that scientists study waterbugs to 
determine whether the water is 
healthy. They do this by sampling 
the water and identifying the 
number and types of waterbugs 
living in there.

Dominique explained that some 
waterbugs are ‘sensitive’ and can 
only live in very healthy waterways, 
while some are ‘tolerant’ and can 
live in polluted water.
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We then got to try our hand at being scientists! We investigated some water 
that Jasmin and Dominique collected from the Murrumbidgee River that 
morning to see what we could find. The water was alive! Many waterbugs 
were swimming around, and we identified sensitive bugs like mayfly nymphs 
and caddisfly larvae - which live inside sticks! We also found lots of tolerant 
bugs like water boatmen, which swim really fast. Together we worked out 
that our water sample was healthy.

From this activity, we discovered why it is important that we work together 
to keep our waterways healthy. We want to make sure that our plants and 
animals continue to thrive so that we have clean water to drink and use for 
our crops, so future generations can enjoy clean and healthy rivers to swim 
in.
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Eva Morriss
I’m a Basin Hero because I learned 
about all the important things of the 
Basin, so I can help look after the 
animals. I can share all about the Basin 
so other people can help look after the 
Basin too.

Kaiarahi Hore
I’m a Basin Hero because I’m 
interested in learning how to 
identify birds by their calls or 
noises they make.

India Morriss
I’m a Basin Hero because I will 
make sure that if the water looks 
unhealthy I will check if there are 
any very sensitive or sensitive 
water bugs so the birds aren’t 
drinking any unhealthy water.

Student Reflections

Lachlan Williams
I’m a Basin Hero because I always 
throw my rubbish in the bin because if 
you throw the rubbish out the window 
it would go in the water ways of the 
Basin and birds and food could get it 
mixed up with food.Curtis Adams

I’m a Basin Hero because I look 
after water bugs.
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Whitton Murrami Public School would like to thank the Murray–Darling Basin 
Authority, Dr Keith Hutton, Kathy Tenison, Anna Wilson, Sandhills Artefacts 
and Petaurus Education Group for this amazing opportunity to learn about 
the Murray–Darling Basin and how to care for the Basin now and preserve it 
for future generations.
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Fivebough Wetland Interview Day, August 2022

L-R Eamon Hill, Alyssa Morey, Jessie Wilson, Kaiarahi Hore, and
Natalie Schmitzer (teacher).


