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The summer of 2019/20 saw the Condamine–Balonne river system go from severe drought to 
floods that replenished water supplies and enabled the first significant flow into the internationally 
significant Narran Wetlands in eight years.

riverbeds often remaining dry for months before and 
after flow events.

• There are four major public water storages in the 
catchment:

 ◦ Lake Leslie which provides irrigation water to the 
Upper Condamine Scheme and urban water supply 
to Warwick and Cecil Plains.

 ◦ Chinchilla weir which provides water for the 
Chinchilla Scheme servicing irrigators and towns on 
the alluvial flats.

 ◦ Beardmore water storage and Jack Taylor weir on 
the Balonne river which supply irrigation water to 
the St George Scheme and urban water supply to 
St George.

• In addition to the public water storages in the 
catchment there are over 50,000 farm dams in the 
catchment, some of which are of a significant size.

The Condamine–Balonne River system
• The Condamine–Balonne river system is the largest 

catchment in the Murray–Darling Basin at more than 
160,000 km2 (Figure 1). It drains from the Great 
Dividing Range in southeastern Queensland onto 
floodplains on both sides of the New South Wales–
Queensland border.

• The main rivers in the upper catchment are the 
Condamine River that drains from the east and 
becomes the Balonne River at Surat, and the Maranoa 
River, which drains from the north into the Balonne at 
Beardmore water storage (Lake Kajarabie).

• Downstream from St George, the Balonne becomes 
a network of channels, waterholes and floodplains 
that form the Narran, Bokhara, Ballandool and Culgoa 
rivers, and the Birrie Creek.

• The rivers are regulated through weirs and storages. 
The natural flow regime is ephemeral with the 

Figure 2. Rainfall deficiencies for 36 months from Jan 2017-Dec 2019 
in the Condamine–Balonne catchment.

Figure 1: Location of the Condamine–Balonne river system and the 
Narran Lakes wetlands.

Source: Balonne Shire Council, 25 February 2020



Recent drought in the Condamine–Balonne
• Between 2017 and 2019, long term rainfall 

deficiencies developed in the Condamine–Balonne, 
particularly the Upper Condamine (Figure 2). 

• The 2019 rainfall was the lowest annual rainfall on 
record for the catchment since 1911. At only 178 mm, 
it was 49 mm lower than the nearest record set in 
1915, and 120 mm lower than the 298 mm received in 
2006 at the peak of the Millennium Drought.

• The lack of rain impacted soil moisture, water 
storages, groundwater and river flow, and the human 
and environmental systems that rely on them. 

• By December 2019 over 40% of the catchment had 
the lowest rootzone soil moisture on record (Figure 3). 
This followed a record-breaking three-year period of 
dry soils. 

• The total volume of water in the major storages in the 
region fell to 4% in January 2020, the lowest since 
2009 with Beardmore water storage at only 2% (Figure 
4). Allocations in all three schemes were equal to or 
below the lowest recorded at this time of year in 18 
years.

• Many towns in the region increased their water 
restriction levels and were forced to investigate 
alternative water sources such as groundwater and 
extended pipelines. By January, some nearby towns 
ran out of water and were forced to use tankers to 
bring water from nearby storages. 

• A summer of heatwaves and bushfires also put 
significant additional pressure on the water resources.

The wetting of the landscape in January
• The first significant rain fell in mid-January 2020 and 

was followed by another system a few days later. 
These two events resulted in a catchment average 
of 54 mm of rain in January, equal to the previous 
seven months combined. This rain was enough to wet 
the landscape but not enough to generate significant 
inflows to rivers or storages.

Figure 4. Water storage levels in Beardmore water storage (Lake 
Kajarabie, 86 GL capacity).

Figure 3. December 2019 rootzone (0-1 m) soil moisture deciles in the 
Condamine–Balonne catchment calculated over the period 1911-2019. 
Data from the AWRA-L v6 model.

Source: Sunwater, 2018

http://www.bom.gov.au/water/landscape/#/sm/Actual/day/-28.4/130.4/3/Point////2020/4/16/


The rivers start to flow with valuable follow-up 
rain in February
• In February 2020, most of the Condamine–Balonne 

catchment received between 25 and 200 mm of rain 
(Figure 5).  This rain was widespread and delivered 
through a series of rain bands. The largest occurred 
on the 23rd of February when stations north of St 
George recorded more than 110 mm in one day.

• The February rain started the rivers flowing and 
weirs filling. Beardmore water storage went from                  
2 to 100% in only eight days and started spilling on 
15th February (Figure 4, banner photo).

• The water started to make its way down the system 
from early February with flow in the Condamine River 
at Chinchilla peaking at over 50 GL/day on the 14th of 
February (Figure 6). This initial flow was added to by 
local inflow to the Balonne and flow from the north via 
the Maranoa River.

• The river flow peaked north of St George at Weribone 
at over 160 GL/day (Figure 6) before joining the flow 
from the Maranoa River and quickly filling Beardmore 
and Jack Taylor water storages. The water then 
spilled out across the landscape through the braided 
rivers system and floodplains of the lower catchment  
(Figure 8b).

Flow makes it to the Darling River
• A small volume of water did make it down the Culgoa 

River channel to the Darling River starting on the 1st 
of March and continuing into April (Figure 6).

Figure 5. Total February rainfall in the Condamine–Balonne catchment.

Figure 6. Flow down the Condamine, Balonne, Narran and Culgoa Rivers.

Source: Sunwater, 2020



Water in the Narran Wetlands
• One of the great beneficiaries of this flood event was 

the internationally significant Narran Lakes wetland 
system which receives water during large flows in the 
Lower Balonne River.

• Narran Lakes (Dharriwaa) has long played an 
important role for Aboriginal people as a source of 
food and medicine and as a meeting place for the 
Yuwaalaraay/Euahlayi First Nations people. 

• Narran Lakes is also a Ramsar wetland and an 
important waterbird habitat. Endangered native 
waterbirds rely on the lakes to breed and survive.

• Flow into the wetlands was aided by Queensland 
water planning rules, water from Commonwealth 
environmental licences and voluntary contributions to 
environmental flows from irrigators in the catchment.

• The first major flows reached the wetlands on the 29th 
of February and peaked on the 20th of March – the 
first significant inflows in eight years.

• By early April, water had almost ceased flowing into 
the Narran Wetlands but over 1.5 m of water remained 
in Back Lake and water continues to soak into the 
wetlands and flow down through the system into 
Narran Lake to the south.  

Figure 8. Satellite images of Narran Wetlands a) 15 of February 2020 and b) 16 of March 2020. Images from https://landsatlook.usgs.gov/sentinel2/
viewer.html

Figure 7. Clear Lake, Narran Wetlands, on 3, 6, and 19 March, from 
top to bottom (source: Commonwealth Environmental Water Office)

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 http://www.bom.gov.au/australia/warnings/ 
Remember if it’s flooded, forget it. 

With the exception of logos and photography, this information sheet is licensed under the Creative Commons Australia Attribution Licence.  
© Commonwealth of Australia 2019. Published by the Bureau of Meteorology 2019.

http://www.bom.gov.au/water
http://www.bom.gov.au/australia/warnings/

