
Did you know that the Mount Barker 
District Council operates the most 
advanced wastewater treatment 
plant in Australia, if not the world?

Did you also know that Laratinga 
Wetlands is one of the most successful 
and diverse artificial wetlands in 
Australia, and the only one of its kind in 
South Australia?

To find out more about this 
remarkable system in your own 
backyard, please read on...

Laratinga Wetlands
The Mount Barker District Council, leading the way in water efficiency

 Laratinga Wetlands was established as a series of natural fi ltration ponds and catchment a
reas f

or th
e M

ount Barker wastewater treatment plant. 



Wastewater treatment

In the early 1990s, a natural treatment system 
was developed by the Council to enhance the 
existing Community Wastewater Management 
Scheme (CWMS). The purpose of this natural 
treatment system was to naturally clean the 
wastewater to a standard which is high enough 
for it to be reused.

An artificial wetland, made up of three large 
ponds, was designed to achieve this, ‘Laratinga 
Wetlands’ (the Peramangk peoples name for 
Mount Barker Creek). The plants growing in 
Laratinga Wetlands cleans the water by removing 
nutrients, (in particular nitrogen and phosphorus) 
by going through a lengthy process of natural 
filter ponds.

In the beginning
Before the wetlands were constructed, the site 
was used for grazing. It was heavily infested with 

weeds and pastural plants, and there were very 
few native plants in the area. A few original trees, 
mainly river red gums, (Eucalyptus camaldulensis), 
were on the site and these were retained.

During construction, some 565,000 cubic metres 
of earth was removed to create the three ponds 
and the serpentine channel leading from the 
treatment plant. The channel was then lined with 
common reeds (Phragmites australis) to absorb 
nutrients and to provide a habitat for some of the 
many frogs that live in the wetland.

The ponds are incorporated into an area of 
approximately 12 hectares, holding on average 
about 100 megalitres of water at any given time. 
The ponds effectively form a giant filter that 
cleans the water as it slowly moves  
through them.

Amazingly enough, there are no problems with 
mosquitoes. With so many natural predators 

living in the ponds, mozzie wrigglers don’t have 
a chance. It is also evident that feral birds and 
animals are relatively absent from the wetlands, 
perhaps because the environment created 
doesn’t suit them.

Cool clear water
At the end of its journey, the water has reached 
a high quality standard for recycled water, that 
can be used for watering gardens, flushing toilets, 
industry, irrigating parks and sports grounds, and 
growing industries food crops.

   Aerial view of Laratinga Wetlands 

 Musk lorikeet - photo courtesy of Bob Snell



How it benefi ts the environment

   Schoenoplectus 

   Purple swamphen - photo courtesy of Bob Snell 

In the current climate with water shortages and 
drought, saving and reusing as much water as 
possible doesn’t just make sense, it’s absolutely 
vital!
The combination of the effl uent treatment 
plant and Laratinga Wetlands currently makes it 
possible to recycle 25%, and potentially more of 
Mount Barker’s annual production of wastewater, 
with all wastewater produced in summer being 
reused at local parks and reserves. In winter, 
higher volumes and lower demand for water 
means that some water overfl ows down the local 
creek. In the future the Council’s target is to have 

a zero discharge level of water from the wetland.

Nutrients
Wastewater contains many nutrients, in particular 
nitrogen and phosphorus. These are signifi cant 
causes of pollution in natural watercourses 
where they are responsible for algal blooms and 
killing local fi sh life. It is very important to remove 
these toxic nutrients before discharging the water 
back into the local creek. 
However, nitrogen and phosphorus are also very 
important for agriculture and animal rearing. 
It therefore makes sense to recover these and 

reuse them. It does just that by using duckweed 
to further soak up the nutrients, thus producig a 
protein rich food for animals.

What gets past the duckweed is either collected 
later in the process and used for 
land reclamation, or is absorbed back into 
the wetlands. This means that any water that 
ending up in Mount Barker Creek will not be a 
pollution risk.
ending up in Mount Barker Creek will not be a 

Australasian Bittern (Botaurus poiciloptilus) 
This rare bird, listed as “endangered” by 
Birdlife International due to habitat loss, 
has recently been sighted at Laratinga 
Wetlands. Photo courtesy of Kevin Williams.



Cost savings

How it benefits Mount Barker residents

   Picnic Area at Laratinga Wetlands 

   Unique eco-friendly toilet facilities 

How does the effluent treatment plant and 
Laratinga Wetlands benefit you, a resident 
and ratepayer of Mount Barker? Well, for a 
start, it saves you money! When compared to 
the ‘normal’ sewage service provided to most 
Adelaide residents by SA Water, the Mount Barker 
system is cheaper per household each year (the 
Mount Barker system is not charged on the value 
of your property).

Not only that, it also saves money for the Council 
(and therefore ratepayers too). Reused water 
from the plant is used to irrigate local parks and 
reserves. Although it costs about the same to 
produce as SA Water charges for their product, 
the wastewater is a necessary product of the 
treatment process, (using reclaimed water  
for irrigation doesn’t cost the community any 
more than it would to release it into the Mount 
Barker Creek).

Of course, we are also using a resource that 
would otherwise have been wasted. Water 
from Laratinga Wetlands is sold to local market 
gardeners to grow vegetables and used in local 
industry for dust suppression  
on work sites.
All this takes pressure off the state’s struggling 
water supplies and helps to keep down the 
cost of water and maintain the reliability of an 
alternative supply.



A recreation Facility

Available to the community

Laratinga Wetlands is not only a productive 
water reclamation facility, it is also a 
wonderful place where you can walk, picnic, 
watch the local birdlife or just laze around in 
a peaceful natural environment.

Several trails and boardwalks wind around 
the wetlands through a broad range of native 

vegetation. Trails such as the ‘Chestnut Teal’, 
‘Rosella’ and ‘Sacred Ibis’ (see below) are 
named after some of the local birdlife.  There 
are also several bird-watching ‘hides’, a picnic 
and barbeque area, and an environmently 
friendly toilet facility. 

The trails in the wetlands are also linked 

to the Mount Barker Linear Trail, an award 
winning seven kilometre shared walkway 
from Laratinga Wetlands to Keith Stephenson 
Park, following the local creek line. There are 
also environment sign markers and cultural 
art pieces along the trail making it a pleasant 
afternoon or morning walk.

Riding the linear trail that 
encircles Laratinga
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Household waste from Mount Barker, 
Littlehampton and Nairne is initially 
fi ltered through septic tanks to 
remove solids. The resulting liquid 
waste then enters a reticulation 
system and is piped to the 
wastewater treatment plant.

On reaching the plant, the waste 
enters the fi rst of the two lagoons 
and travels along a long winding 
channel. Along the way, aerators 
supply oxygen to speed up the break 
down of wastes and to eliminate 
odour. If the oxygen level drops, or 
a mechanical failure occurs, backup 
aerators are switched on prevent 
odours from developing. During this 
process, some of the solids settle out 
and the rest are dealt with later in the 
process.

Filtering out the 
bad stuff
The solids are then removed in 
a Dissolved Air Filtration plant 
(DAF). Here, wastewater from the 

second lagoon is dosed with alum 
(aluminium sulphate) causing 
the solids to fl occulate, (or clump 
together), and fl oat to the surface.
 A skimmer then removes the 
fl oating solids.

Solids removed by the DAF plant 
contain much of the soluble 
phosphorus that was in the effl uent (a 
serious pollutant in watercourses but 
a valuable plant and animal nutrient 
for agriculture and horticulture). The 
wastewater from the DAF plant still 
contains some very fi ne solids that 
need be fi ltered out before the water 
can be released into the Laratinga 
Wetlands.

Finer than a 
human hair!
Filtration occurs in a ‘state-of-the-
art’ micro fi ltration plant removing 
anything larger than 0.2 micron 
(a micron is one thousandth of a 
millimetre). This means that it will 
remove most, if not all the bacteria 

from the water (bacteria is about 
2.0 microns in size). By this time the 
water is clean enough 
to be released into 
Laratinga Wetlands.

In comparison, 
a human hair 
is commonly 
measured at 70 
microns; a grain of 
salt 120 and the eye 
of a common household 
needle 1200 microns!
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Nature conservation

Many species of birds and animals are fi nding 
it hard to survive in an environment greatly 
changed from that in which they evolved. 
Laratinga Wetlands is a very successful attempt 
to recreate those lost environments. Its extensive 
plantings of local native plants, and its water 
management regime, have made it a good home 
for many birds and animals.

Whilst the wetlands were being planned, a great 
deal of effort was made to fi nd out which native 

plants would have originally grown on the site. 
Originally 94 species were native to the area, of 
those 60 were found and propagated to produce 
more than 200,000 plants in the on-site nursery.

Water depth in the ponds ranges from around 
300 mm at the edges of the ponds and up to 
2.5 metres in the middle of the fi nal lagoon. This 
provides a range of habitats suitable for plants 
and animals that prefer shallow water as well as 
those that are happier in deep water. A number 

of snags (old dead trees) were 
also sunk in the ponds to provide 
a habitat for native fi sh and 
other aquatic life.

   Royal spoonbill - photo courtesy of Bob Snell 

Eucalyptus leucoxylon

(left to right) Spotted and Baillon’s Crakes feed on 
the muddy edges when water levels are lower

Long-necked turtle

Limnodynastes dumerili



Wildlife

Among the animals that call Laratinga’s 
ponds home are some 12,000 long-necked 
turtles (Chelodina sp.), numorous species of 
frogs (including the common froglet (Crinia 
signifera), the eastern banjo frog (Limnodynastes 
dumerili), the spotted grass frog (Limnodynastes 
tasmaniensis), and the brown tree frog (Litoria 
ewingi).

A birdwatchers paradise
Birds are plentiful at Laratinga. When the site was 
originally surveyed, only 16 species of birds were 
spotted. Since then nearly 100 species have been 
observed at the wetlands. Some are visitors; the 
others live and breed in the wetlands.

Amongst the local bird life, 26 species of 
water birds call the wetlands home, including 
10 species of duck, 14 species of wader and 
seven species of raptor, including the legendary 
peregrine falcon. A few birds are also migratory 

species that come to the wetlands to breed or 
feed. Some, like the Latham snipe, breed in Japan 
and Siberia and fl y all the way to Australia to 
escape the northern winter.

The great diversity of birdlife attracts many 
birdwatchers that take advantage of the specially 
constructed bird ‘hides’ (watching platforms) that 
are scattered along the paths. These ‘hides’ make 
it possible for people to view the birds without 
disturbing them.

   Nankeen kestral - Juvenile, bred at Laratinga photo courtesy of Bob Snell   

 Austra
lasian Grebe photo courtesy of Bob Snell

Long-Billed corellas- 
photo courtesy of Bob Snell

Masked Lapwing 
photo courtesy of Bob Snell



‘Drying Out’

The ponds are divided by concrete barries 
into 13 cells by that can be opened or 
closed, hence we can independently vary 
the water level in each cell, replicating the 
droughts and fl oods that would naturally 
occur in a wetland.

Varying the water level allows the ability 
to trigger different breeding cycles of 
local species, resulting in increased 
species diversity and population. No other 
artifi cial wetland in Australia can do this. 
An additional benefi t is that changing the 
water level can discourage feral plants and 
animal species from making their home in 
Laratinga, as they favour a constant 
water level.

Providing a natural 
habitat
Both the second and third ponds feature 
islands that provide a fox and cat proof 
habitat for birds and reptiles. To make 
the islands more attractive to wildlife, 
160 large dead trees with hollows were 
‘planted’ on the islands. The hollows have 
been used for nesting by many birds, 
particularly the vulnerable yellowtailed 
black cockatoo (Calyptorhynchus funereus) 
and other parrots.

Cutting of old trees for fi rewood and their 
removal from the rural landscape has 
greatly reduced the number of hollows 
available for nesting, in which Laratinga 
has gone some way to address this need.

 Walking the boardwalk over one of Laratinga’s lagoons 

   Yellow-tailed Black cockatoo - photo courtesy of Bob Snell
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History

With the steadily increasing population of Mount 
Barker, Littlehampton and Nairne, something 
needed to be doneto deal with the ever-growing 
volume of wastewater and solids from the 
Community Wastewater Management Scheme.

There were two ways to look at the material 
coming from the scheme: either a waste, or a 
resource. The Mount Barker District Council 
took the latter view and began a series of 
upgrades to the treatment plant on Mount 
Barker Creek.

Before 1996, effl uent was treated in a series of 
oxidation ponds, where it was held for some 66 
days before being released into the Mount Barker 
Creek. The discharge contained high levels of 
nutrients and was adversely affecting the ecology 
of the creek.

To improve water quality and reduce nutrient 
levels a treatment plant upgrade commenced 
in 1997, together with the construction of the 
Wetland.

Since then, both the plant and the wetlands 
have been regularly upgraded and improved, 
not only to raise the standard of treatment, 
but also to cater for our growing population.

The plant is designed to be able to be expanded 
to handle 5.4 megalitres of wastewater per day 
(about the size of 2 olympic swimming pools), 
more than suffi cient for present needs and 
enough for the Mount Barker region’s projected 
population of 30,000 people in 2020.

   Excavating Laratinga Wetlands in the late 90,s - photo courtesy of Bob Snell 

 Laratinga today

 Early image of the 
boardwalk

Early plantings at the 
wetland



The future

During winter, more water comes through 
the wastewater treatment plant than we 
can store. Not only does more water arrive 
at the treatment plant (due to storm water 
entering the system), but also there isn’t a 
demand for irrigation water in winter.

To be able to keep all this water for use 
in summer, we need more storage than 
what is available in the Laratinga lagoons. 
Another option we are exploring is the 
creation of an additional wetland, similar to 
Laratinga Wetlands.

These would be fed from the existing 
Community Wastewater Management 
Scheme (CWMS).

Additional storage

At present, Class ‘A’ (high grade) recycled 
water produced by the CWMS treatment 
system is being used for market gardening 
and for watering local reserves and parks. 
You may have seen signs illustrating lilac 
coloured pipes (see photo) with the title 
“Reclaimed water used at this reserve”. 
Reclaimed water gets piped through lilac 
coloured pipes for watering of selected 

parks and reserves throughout Mount 
Barker, and should not be used for drinking.

Reclaimed water from the CWMS treatment 
plant cannot be used for domestic garden 
watering until the Department of Health 
gives us the green light. When we do get 
approval, homeowners close by (in Dalmeny 
Estate), might be able to use this water in 

their gardens, via the special reticulation 
system already installed. Recycled water 
will be cheaper than that provided by SA 
Water, meaning that home owners will not 
only help save water, but they will also save 
money.

Re-use, Re-think and Re-ticulate

   Northerly view  

 Gettin
g a close-up look on the boardwalk platform 

Go and have a look
So there you have it, a wonderful facility and recreation area created by our community. It takes a waste product and converts it from 
a problem into an asset and, in the process, helps wildlife and conserves water. If you haven’t already visited, go and have a look-you’ll 
be amazed! Even better, take a picnic lunch and binoculars and spend some time relaxing and bird watching.

Reclaimed water is put to 
good use
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