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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.

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.

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
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About the pilot program

In 2022, students from Coomealla High School interviewed Peter Kelly at Bottle 
Bend Reserve near Wentworth. Students explored the reserve with Peter 
and Jeanie Kelly, and then attended a field day event with primary students 
from other local schools to learn from First Nations Peoples, scientists, and 
community groups about what makes Bottle Bend important to the Basin. The 
students developed this book based on their experiences.



The Murray–Darling Basin is an iconic feature in southeastern 
Australia, bringing water, life and productivity to our communities. 
The Basin supports 40% of Australia’s produce, from Queensland, 
through New South Wales, Victoria and South Australia. The Basin 
contributes so much, not only with what it produces but to the 
amazing natural, environmental and cultural history and diversity 
it encompasses.
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In our local area, Sunraysia, we live at the junction that connects the 
Murray and Darling Rivers. We are students from Coomealla High 
School in far southwestern New South Wales, where the Murray–
Darling twin Rivers are at the centre of our local industry, lifestyle, 
and history. We use the waters to grow citrus, grapes, fruits, and 
vegetables. Our community also uses the river for water sports, 
leisure activities, fishing, and fun. It is at the centre of all our lives.
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We travelled to a unique wetland ecosystem near us, Bottle Bend 
Reserve. This reserve has become a shining example of how 
areas along the river can be rehabilitated after years of drought, 
overgrazing and declining biodiversity. We explored the reserve 
and interviewed some special Basin Heroes, Peter and Jeanie Kelly, 
who helped shape this reserve into what it is today.

On the 3rd of June, we arrived and met Peter, who told us about 
the area’s history and how the Bottle Bend had geologically been 
formed. Once the edge of a vast inland sea, the floodplain and red 
sand dunes had formed over tens of thousands of years. 
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With evidence of First Nations Peoples’ presence for at least 50,000 
years at nearby Lake Mungo, the depth of culture and identity that 
the local First Nations Peoples feel to the river and land is spiritual 
and embedded in their being. Bottle bend was an important area 
for the local people of the Kureinji and Barkindji nations.

There is so much to learn about the relationship and cultural history 
of the Peoples that called the rivers and surrounding environments 
their home for thousands of years. There are many culturally 
significant sites and features at Bottle Bend, including middens at 
numerous points along the river, scar and canoe trees and a sacred 
burial site.



Formally known as the Gol Gol State Forest, the 1600-hectare site 
was originally a grazing lease used by local graziers to run sheep and 
cattle. Droughts, uncontrolled public access and stock impacted the 
land, and it degraded with compaction zones, declining biodiversity 
and wetlands that had become acidic and toxic.

5

After being closed to grazing and declared a Reserve, many locals 
recognised the area’s environmental value. Its management was 
then taken over by a Trust, and some interested people set about 
continuing to bring it back to its former beauty and health.

©Murray Offroad Adventures
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One of these Reserve Land Managers was Peter Kelly, formerly 
with the Mallee Catchment Management Authority for many 
years, a local from a Millewa farming family with a passion for the 
environment. His wife, Jeanie, is a teacher who shares Peter’s love 
and commitment to the environment. They now run a successful 
tour company in the area, Murray Offroad Adventures. Together, 
they showcase Bottle Bend and other local iconic environmental 
and cultural sites to the public.

©Murray Offroad Adventures
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We really enjoyed learning about the river, plants and animals and 
asked Peter about the native and introduced flora and fauna and 
the environmental watering projects that had been undertaken. 
Peter drove us around the reserve, explaining where the water 
had been pumped and how it helped save old-growth black box 
and river red gums. Peter showed us the regeneration that had 
occurred due to the watering and the species of smaller plants 
and animals returning to the area. 

©E Wilson OEH
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Together with other 
organisations such as 
Western Landcare, the 
Department of Planning 
and Environment, 
Local Land Services 
and OzFish, Peter has 
worked on several 
projects to improve the 
health and biodiversity 
at Bottle Bend. The 
use of large pumps to 
flood the extensive 
black box (Eucalyptus 
largiflorens) and Murray 
River redgum (Eucalyptus 
camaldulensis) woodlands 
and surrounding 
floodplains and 
wetlands have been very 
successful.

The results have been 
spectacular, with 
many old-growth 
trees recovering from 
near death to become 
healthy and new saplings 
springing up throughout 
the area. Species of 
grasses, shrubs and other 
plants previously under 
extreme pressure have 
bounced back.
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Peter talked about the cultural sites, and we walked along the river 
looking at the middens and scar trees that are evidence of a thriving 
First Nations community history in the area. We asked about the 
shells and were shown coloured river rocks that would have been 
used as pigments by the river people. 

Track upgrades, signage, exclusion fencing, and regular rubbish 
and weeds management with regular monitoring have allowed 
the public to enjoy the area safely and with care, with short-term 
camping and day visits encouraged. Caravans and bushwalkers 
come often, and the locals use the beautiful river frontage for fun 
activities.
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We didn’t know there was so much that could be done at Bottle 
Bend and the work that had to happen for it to be so beautiful. We 
left with an appreciation of the area, history and importance of the 
projects that rehabilitate and protect Bottle Bend.

©S Healy OEH
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Wednesday, the 3rd of August, dawned bright and sunny. We 
worked with students from Dareton, Buronga and Pomona schools 
for a day packed full of environmental and cultural activities.

We learned about native and introduced fish species of the local 
rivers and waterways from Vanessa Anderson from Western 
Landcare NSW.

Kaye Gottschutzke from Local Land Services worked with us on 
activities around local habitats and the importance of caring for 
the biodiversity of the local environments.



Dominique Cole and Caitlin Lawrence from Petaurus Education 
conducted waterbug surveys.

Working with all of these community groups taught us that 
the Murray–Darling Basin is something to be cared for. It was 
interesting to learn that there are so many people that look after 
the Basin and we can all do our part to care for the water and 
plants and animals that use the Basin.
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Corey Payne from Miiki Puuri Mandi Aboriginal Art showed the 
groups a range of local artefacts and tools, scar trees and middens 
and explained the river’s significance to local Indigenous people. 

We learned that the Murray–Darling Basin is home to over 40 of 
Australia’s Aboriginal Nations. 
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Peter spoke to the group explaining the story of the Bottle Bend 
Reserve.

Murray–Darling Basin Authority Director of SDLAM Implementation 
Nick Sheahan talked to us about the importance of healthy riverine 
environments and the possibility of young people working within 
the science and water management sectors. 

We learned about the importance of these areas to local agriculture, 
tourism and communities. Everyone went home after having a 
wonderful and informative day on the river.
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Euston and Gol Gol’s students got their opportunity to come out to 
Bottle Bend on the 7th of September. From activities about wildlife 
corridors for endangered species, seed distribution, river health 
and Aboriginal artefacts and culture, we all had a fantastic insight 
into the importance of caring for delicate riverine woodlands such 
as Bottle Bend Reserve. We just got packed up and headed home 
before one of the many storms and rain events that have been so 
common this year came rolling in. Perfect timing!
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After the field day, we got together at the Gol Gol School 
Immersion Centre with Corey Payne and Elisha Mangal as a 
follow-up to a session. We reflected on what we had experienced 
when meeting Peter and Jeanie about the Bottle Bend Reserve, 
environmental watering, and other regenerative programs. We 
then created some artworks of species found at the Reserve and 
discussed what made this experience so unique for us.
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Peter and Jeanie Kelly are true Basin Heroes. They have worked 
incredibly hard with other passionate people to protect and improve 
a valuable environmental, cultural and community wetland asset 
so we and future generations can enjoy. 
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Peter shared his vast knowledge of Bottle Bend and the local 
environment in an entertaining and meaningful way, making us 
laugh often. Jeanie is also extremely knowledgeable, and together 
they can share their knowledge and passion with students like us, 
tourists and locals alike. 

©D Wood
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We appreciate that Peter and Jeanie are committed to improving 
things, which is why we believe they are our local Basin Heroes. We 
look forward to watching and helping the future of the Bottle Bend 
Reserve area. 



Keith- Echidna
“I painted an echidna 
surrounded by ants to eat and 
enjoyed using these earthy 
colours. I go to Bottle Bend a 
lot with my family and friends. 
I didn’t know that the reserve 
can be watered with pumps 
to save the trees, flowers 
and other plants. I found the 
middens with brojen mussel 
shells and scars trees very 
interesting.”

Kyron- Murray Carpet Python
“I like the Murray carpet python 
and painted this with Corey. 
Bottle Bend has lots of frogs they 
can eat and places to hide too. I 
go camping at the river, but don’t 
like fishing. I like playing in the 
water instead. I really enjoyed 
seeing all of the scientists and 
Corey teach us about Bottle 
Bend.”

Student Reflections
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Samuel- Cockatoo
“The sulphur-crested cockatoo 
can be seen in large flocks 
around here, and at Bottle 
Bend Reserve. I remember 
seeing them with my Nan 
when we visited the Murray 
River. I love spending time 
near the river and waters, and 
go yabbying. Thanks Jeanie 
and Peter for showing us what 
being a Basin Hero means.”

Student Reflections
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Aidan- Echidna
“I painted an echidna, which 
can be found at Bottle Bend. 
I painted the organs of the 
echidna which is an art feature 
in some Indigenous artworks. 
I enjoyed learning about hero 
fish like the Murray cod. Thank 
you Peter for showing us Bottle 
Bend.”



Two Year 7 Coomealla High School students surveying 
water bugs.

Bottle Bend Reserve 2022


