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Cultural importance of the Lake Eyre Basin 
• The Lake Eyre Basin has high cultural significance to 

Aboriginal people and has for tens of thousands of 
years.

• The traditional owners of the Lake Eyre region are the 
Arabana people. They call the lake “Kati Thanda”, and 
this is now recognised in the dual name of the lake. Kati 
Thanda–Lake Eyre plays a central role to many of the 
Arabana peoples’ stories and songs.

• Of the 60,000 people living within the Lake Eyre Basin 
today, a significant proportion are Aboriginal1.

1 Lake Eyre Basin, 2019 
 (www.lakeeyrebasin.gov.au)

Two heavy rainfall events across the upper-Diamantina and Georgina River catchments from late-
January to March 2019 generated notable runoff in the Lake Eyre Basin. Over eight Sydney Harbours 
worth of water passed through Birdsville between the start of February and the end of June. Water 
first reached Kati Thanda–Lake Eyre in mid-March, with inflows peaking later in March and early 
June, before slowly receding. 

The Lake Eyre Basin 
• The Lake Eyre Basin is one of the world’s 

larger internally draining river systems, covering 
approximately 1.2 million square kilometres across 
South Australia, the Northern Territory and Queensland 
(Figure 1).

• The Lake Eyre Basin contains large areas where river 
flow is unregulated. The creeks and rivers only flow for 
short periods following significant rainfall.

Kati Thanda–Lake Eyre
• Kati Thanda–Lake Eyre is located within the arid and 

semi-arid deserts of central Australia and contains the 
country’s lowest point (15.2 metres below sea level). 

• In most years, some water reaches the lake though the 
coverage is often quite low. When water does enter the 
lake most parts are only a few centimetres deep. The 
last time the lake was considered to have full coverage 
was in 1974.

Environmental importance of the Lake Eyre 
Basin 
• There are many areas of high conservation importance 

in the Lake Eyre Basin. Following inflows, many 
waterbirds flock to the lake and rivers to feed and 
breed.

• Flooded waterways support aquatic invertebrates,  
fish populations, a diverse frog community and rare 
plants. Some wetlands in the Lake Eyre Basin support 
fish known to reach 80 years old. Figure 1. Map of the Lake Eyre Basin

http://www.lakeeyrebasin.gov.au


Drought in the Lake Eyre Basin
• In 2018, annual rainfall was below average across much 

of the Basin and in parts of the south rainfall totals were 
in the lowest 1% on record2 (Figure 2).

• Although 2018 was generally very dry across most of the 
Lake Eyre Basin the Diamantina River did flow and result 
in inflow to the lake. 

Summer monsoon
• An active monsoon trough and a slow-moving low-pressure 

system caused heavy rainfall over the northern area of the 
Lake Eyre Basin between 29 January and 8 Feburary. 

• Much of the northern parts of the Diamantina and Georgina 
catchments received more than 300 mm of rainfall during 
these eleven days (Figure 3). The rain gauge at Trepell 
Airport, located in the north of the Georgina River catchment, 
recorded 448 mm during this period.

Ex-Tropical Cyclone Trevor
• During the last week of March, ex-Tropical Cyclone Trevor 

delivered a second wave of rainfall over a larger area to 
the north and east of the Lake Eyre Basin (Figure 4). 

• Over four days (26-29 March) Trepell Airport received 
211 mm, Urandangi Airport received 165mm and Winton 
Airport received 153mm.

The drought continues
• Despite high rainfall in the north-east of the Lake Eyre 

Basin, the drought continues in the southern Basin 
(Figure 5). The western Basin is also experiencing severe 
rainfall deficits following a well below average summer 
rainfall season.

2 The record reference period is 1 January 1900 to present. Data is from the 
Australian Water Availability Project - http://www.bom.gov.au/jsp/awap/

Figure 5. 12-month rainfall percentiles for the Lake Eyre Basin, 
August 2018 to July 2019

Figure 3. Total rainfall (mm) in the Lake Eyre Basin in January and 
February, 2019 

Figure 4. Total rainfall (mm) in the Lake Eyre Basin in March, 2019

Figure 2. 12-month rainfall percentiles for the Lake Eyre Basin, 
January to December 2018



Flood waters
• It can take many months for water to flow from the upper 

reaches of the Lake Eyre Basin to Kati Thanda–Lake 
Eyre. The two rainfall events described above resulted in 
two flow events (Figures 6 and 7).

First flow
• On 15 February, the first of the flood water from the 

summer monsoon event reached Birdsville on the 
Diamantina River. 

• The Diamantina River at Birdsville Police Station gauge has 
a major flood level of 8 metres and the river level exceeded 
this from 20 February to 3 March, with a peak flow estimated 
of over 2000 cubic metres per second on 22 February (Figure 
6).

• There is a less than 10 per cent chance of a flow like this 
occurring in any year. It was half of the largest flood (total 
volume) on record in 1974. 

• On 5 March, the start of the flow reached Poothapoota 
Waterhole. The flow peaked there on 9 March. 

• On 15 March, the first flows reached the northern tip of 
Kati Thanda–Lake Eyre.

• This flow took 15 days to travel from the Diamantina 
Lakes to Birdsville, 12 days from Birdsville to 
Poothapoota and around 10 days from Poothapoota to 
Kati Thanda–Lake Eyre.

Second flow
• A second flow event in the Georgina and Diamantina 

Rivers was a result of rainfall associated with ex-Tropical 
Cyclone Trevor. 

• In this flow, there was a greater contribution from the 
Georgina River and lesser from the Diamantina River 
compared with the first flow (Figure 6). Flow from both of 
these rivers ceased in July.

• The Cooper also flowed in both flow events but did not 
contribute to Kati Thanda–Lake Eyre inflow. 

What’s next for Kati Thanda–Lake Eyre
• Kati Thanda–Lake Eyre reached peak coverage during 

the first week of July, and after this the water began to 
slowly recede due to evaporation. Deeper areas of the 
lake will retain water well into spring. By summer little 
water is expected to remain. Belt Bay is the deepest point 
of the lake and will be the last location with water.

Figure 7. Flood waters in the Lake Eyre Basin from NASA Worldview (https://worldview.earthdata.nasa.gov/)
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Figure 6. Hydrographs 1 Feb to 1 August 2019 at four locations in the Lake Eyre Basin. The estimated flow volumes are indicative only.
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FIND OUT 
MORE

Visit www.bom.gov.au/water to find the Bureau’s water information products and services.
Subscribe to our EnGauge newsletter to receive climate and water updates.

To stay up-to-date visit www.bom.gov.au/sa/warnings  
Remember if it’s flooded, forget it. 
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