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New saltbush shrubs and black box trees are growing around a large body of fresh water. Frogs and birds are chirping, and kangaroos and emus come by for a drink. This healthy Country is Musk Duck Wetland. It’s hard to believe that not long ago, this site was completely dry.

Dylan Lawson, proud Latji Latji and Barkandji man and Aboriginal Water Officer at the First People of the Millewa Mallee Aboriginal Corporation (FPMMAC) helped bring water back to Musk Duck. Dylan manages waterways and surrounding Country in partnership with Traditional Owners, the Department of Energy, Environment and Climate Action (DEECA) and other stakeholders. It’s a labour-intensive role, but Dylan loves being out on Country, taking it day by day.

Musk Duck Wetland was nominated by FPMMAC for an environmental watering (eWatering) trial site. The site sits about 75 kilometres from Mildura, just off Old Mail Road. In 2022, the site was flooded and then dried out, leaving it without water for two years. Dylan and his team introduced an eWatering system that successfully re-filled the wetland and rejuvenated the surrounding Country.

The trial involved lengthy consultation, with 50 Traditional Owners visiting Musk Duck for cultural assessment. Dylan says he soaks up his Elder’s knowledge like a sponge. Bringing Elder’s vision to reality, Dylan’s team began introducing 10 megalitres of eWater to Musk Duck per day, until the wetland was up to 100 megalitres full.

Dylan approaches his work through a whole-of-Country lens – you can’t change one part of Country without thinking about the ripple effects. “When Country’s sick, Aboriginal people feel sick as well,” Dylan says. “You need to know Country like the back of your hand, by getting out there, exploring and observing what Mother Nature is doing.”

For Dylan, healthy Country means being able to facilitate traditional ways of being. For his ancestors, Country was where it all began. “The river was more or less a Blak man’s highway – we travelled downstream and upstream along river systems,” Dylan says. Dylan hopes to fill Musk Duck up to 200 megalitres, to be able to reintroduce native fish. This would be the first step to getting native fish back into the Murray River.

Dylan’s vision is for a larger FPMMAC team – made up of the seed collection and nursery crew, river rangers and cultural burn team – to act out their long-term aspirations for healing Country. This would create continued opportunities for connection and employment within community. “I want to be able to pave the way, like my father, Nana and loved ones before me to keep us going strong,” Dylan says.

Through education, Dylan wants to make young ones feel welcome when they come out on Country. “As long as we keep teaching, our culture doesn’t die out. We need a strong cultural lens over everything to keep our kids proactive. Fishing, gathering – that’s enjoying life.”

Two full buses came to visit Musk Duck for a community day. For some Elders, it was their first time seeing the wetland filled with water. Dylan has been involved in writing a set of guidelines, the Seasonal Water Proposal to teach other Traditional Owner groups to self-determine their vision for healing Country. Instead of being allocated water, Dylan sees a future where Traditional Owners are water holders.

Dylan wants to keep growing, building as much knowledge as he can. He’s looking forward to what’s next for Musk Duck and FPMMAC’s wider plans for the area – which are just around the corner.
