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The Heart Morass is a wetland in south east Australia, part of which is included in the Gippsland Lakes Ramsar 

site. It receives freshwater inflows from the Latrobe River and occasional saltwater inflows from the adjoining 

Gippsland Lakes. It has historically been cleared, burnt, and drained for cattle grazing and agriculture.  

Large areas of the wetland resembled a moonscape when it was purchased in 2006 for ecological purposes and 

hunting by Field and Game Australia’s Wetlands Environmental Taskforce Trust.  A strong partnership between 

numerous organisations has resulted in the development and implementation of a rehabilitation plan for the 

wetland.  Key achievements to date include securing the purchase of additional wetland, an environmental water 

entitlement, revegetation, weed management, and watering infrastructure improvements. The project has 

involved significant community engagement through revegetation and weed control works as well as education 

programs with schools. The breaking of the Millenium drought, together with active rehabilitation, has resulted 

in the wetland’s dramatic ecological recovery.  This is evidenced by improved water quality, significant growth 

and increased diversity of aquatic and fringing vegetation, increased numbers and species of waterbirds, 

including species of conservation significance.   

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

The Heart Morass (the “Heart”) is a 1870 ha riverine wetland complex located at the mouth of the Latrobe River. 

It consists of large, shallow connected basins defined by its relationship with the adjacent Latrobe and Thomson 

Rivers and Lake Wellington. The natural character of the wetland is a Deep Freshwater Marsh with a mosaic of 

different vegetation types [1]. The ecological condition of this wetland has deteriorated from anthropogenic-

induced changes to landscape and hydrology. The wetland was drained and cleared for beef and dairy 

production. Flow regulation in the Latrobe catchment has significantly reduced the frequency and magnitude of 

freshwater inflows typically experienced by the Heart. This is compounded by the installation of an artificial 

opening permanently connecting the Gippsland Lakes to the ocean which under certain conditions, allows saline 

water to enter and remain in the wetland. Artificial drains and levees were also constructed to manage water 

movement in the wetland. These hydrologic changes in combination with heavy cattle grazing, prevalent acid 

sulphate soils and the Millenium drought, had altered the Heart Morass from an ecologically rich wilderness into 

a barren wasteland at the height of the 2006-07 drought. Salt crystals emerged from the ground surface and 

localised pools in the Heart were commonly >20,000 EC with a highly acidic pH (<3).  

Nonetheless, the Heart Morass was still considered an important feature of the Gippsland landscape due to 

its inherent ecological, community and historical values. The local community’s memories of a healthy and 

diverse wetland inspired a course of action towards rehabilitation from which the Heart Morass Restoration 

Project was borne (launched 2006). This project brought together a partnership of hunters, conservationists and 

natural resource managers aspiring to restore resiliency and the natural values of this wetland.  
 

2 HEART MORASS RESTORATION 

2.1 The restoration project  

The Heart Morass Restoration Project was underpinned by specific rehabilitation goals including:  

 restoring diverse native habitat types 

 restoring the Heart to a freshwater system 

 reducing nutrient inputs from the system into Lake Wellington, and 



 inspiring other communities to embrace similar restoration projects that manage local nutrients and 

enhance wildlife habitats to rehabilitate the health of the broader ecosystem [2]. 

The project is governed by a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between Field and Game Australia 

(FGA), Watermark Inc., Bug Blitz and the West Gippsland Catchment Management Authority (WGCMA). This 

unique partnership managed the investigative studies, on ground works and community engagement. The project 

was supported by the Wetland Environmental Taskforce (the WET Trust); a publicly funded Trust set up by 

FGA in 2002, aimed at purchasing and restoring wetlands [3]. Through donations from FGA members and the 

Hugh Williamson Foundation, the WET Trust purchased land parcels in the Heart over three stages; 819 ha in 

2006, 302 ha in 2010 and 233 ha in 2013 (Figure 1). The WET Trust now own a majority of the Heart Morass, 

allowing for widespread rehabilitation works and better management of this ecosystem.  

  

 
 

Figure 1. The location of the Heart Morass and the three stages of land acquisition by the WET Trust.  

The project commenced with data collection including vegetation mapping, baseline transect surveying, and 

the establishment of a digital elevation model and a monitoring program. This data was used to construct a 

restoration plan that was progressively expanded to include additional project management areas within the 

Heart. The restorative approach combined adaptive management with rehabilitation using the following steps:  

1. Mapping of existing vegetation communities and patterns  

2. Management of wetting/drying cycle to restore fresher conditions where possible 

3. Developing a map of idealised vegetation communities after restoration 

4. Encouraging natural regeneration through removal and/or management of grazing by stock and pest 

animals 

5. Observing natural plant regeneration and actively managing high-threat weeds 

6. Monitoring of physico-chemical soil and water parameters  

7. Linking ecological requirements of local indigenous aquatic plants to prevailing site conditions 

8. Introducing/re-introducing suitable local indigenous plants that are absent via fenced trial plots 

9. Observing and monitoring natural regeneration and trial revegetation plots. 

To convey the restorative process to a wide range of community groups, visual products such as those delivered 

using GIS mapping tools were used. 

 



2.2 Works undertaken  

After the development of the restoration plan, a range of works have been undertaken in the Heart including:  

 an extensive seed collection program for revegetation  

 annual botanical surveys and vegetation mapping to participate in a Vegetation Offsets program 

 physical monitoring of diversity, cover, abundance and water quality and photo point monitoring to 

catalogue the restoration process 

 fauna surveys 

 earthworks to restore natural banks and establish artificial “habitat islands” planted with native 

vegetation 

 regular weed control, targeting high threat weeds such as Reed Canary Grass (Phalaris arundinacea) 

 revegetation using various method including direct seeding and planting of seedlings; 40,000 natives 

were planted and hundreds of thousands have naturally recruited 

 removal of 20 tonnes of introduced carp  

 management of existing drain entrances to maintain water levels in the Heart, and 

 establishing a protective Trust for Nature covenant for the Heart, one of the largest covenants in 

Victoria. 

Much of these on-ground works have been undertaken by community volunteer groups passionate about the 

rehabilitation of this wetland. These works have been supplemented by numerous engagement activities such as 

community field days for tree-planting and weeding, three Open days, wetland tours for various groups, and 

educating around 3,000 children about wetlands through tree-planting and monitoring initiatives undertaken in 

partnership with local schools.  

Over the years, the moonscape that the Heart resembled has significantly altered into a thriving wetland 

once again (Figure 2a–d). The culmination of the enormous work undertaken by volunteers and the partnership 

in combination with favourable seasonal conditions at the end of the drought has vastly improved the ecological 

condition of the Heart. In recent time, over 30,000 waterbirds have been found feeding and breeding in the 

wetland.  
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Figure 2. Photopoint monitoring of the Heart Morass illustrating the significant changes that have occurred since 

restoration works commenced.  



2.3 Environmental water entitlement 

In 2010, the Victorian government granted an environmental entitlement, the Latrobe River Environmental 

Entitlement 2010, to divert “end of system” flows from the Latrobe River into the lower Latrobe wetlands. This 

entitlement provides a secure water source to actively manage the Heart Morass water regime, thereby mitigating 

some of the impacts of flow regulation. Water use under the entitlement includes the decision to wet or dry the 

wetland in accordance with an environmental operating strategy and an annual watering plan developed each 

year. The plan sets out the desired hydrological regime of the Heart Morass for the year based on targeted 

ecological objectives and the wetland’s existing condition. The entitlement includes the provision to inundate the 

Heart if an agreement is reached with adjacent affected landholders. This agreement is currently being 

negotiated. Whilst there has been no active environmental watering to date, this right to water will form an 

integral part of the Heart’s restoration journey. This is demonstrated by the significant contribution natural 

floods in recent years have played in regeneration and water quality improvements.  

 

2.4 Watering infrastructure project 

The Heart Morass is peppered with artificial levees and drainages historically designed to drain water from the 

wetland into the Latrobe River. This has significantly altered natural water movement and retention in the 

wetland and limits the effectiveness of any active watering under the environmental water entitlement. In order 

to increase the effectiveness of watering, the WGCMA has invested in a project to upgrade and/or design new 

watering infrastructure that will help to achieve the ecological outcomes underpinning watering actions. These 

designs were completed in June 2015 and include new inlet regulating gates to enable freshwater entry and 

upgrades to existing outlet structures to permit the flushing and draining of the wetland. The WGCMA are now 

working through the approvals and permits required to progress construction.  

 

3 SUMMARY 

Restorative works on the Heart Morass continues to unfold, with the construction of watering infrastructure the 

immediate priority. Monitoring of ecological condition via fauna and flora surveys and physico-chemical 

parameters continues in order to understand the progress that has been made and the ecological trajectory of the 

wetland. The Heart Morass restoration is a compelling story of unlikely partnerships, community engagement 

and lofty ambitions driving the rehabilitation of this wetland. It is an exemplary illustration of what is possible 

when a community unites with a common goal and a strategic approach to achieving this goal.  
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