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Estuaries

An estuary is a body of water that lies between 
a river and an ocean. The fresh and salty waters 
mix together, resulting in a change in both the 
flow and the salinity of the water.

An estuary can be either completely closed 
in by a ‘bar’, or partially enclosed by a 
‘mouth’. Each estuary has its own distinct 
characteristics which influence the type and 
number of plants and animals found within  
its waters.

In Western Australia, estuary water conditions 
change with the season. In winter, the water 
is fresher as the run off from seasonal rains 
flushes the river. In summer, the water becomes 
saltier as the river’s rate of flow lessens. Sea 
water flows into many estuaries for most of the 
year, thus, the areas near the mouth is like an 
extension of the ocean.

Estuaries are the most productive of all natural 
habitats in the world. The amount of algae, 
seagrasses and fish that grow within estuaries 
is actually greater than what is produced by 
any agricultural activity. Not even rain forests or 
the open oceans of the world can compete.

The protected waters of estuaries provide 
natural breeding and nursery grounds. 
Therefore, they play a vital role in the life cycle 
of many species of fish, crustaceans, and 
shellfish. The water temperature is often higher 
in an estuary than in nearby oceanic waters, 
and this helps to speed up fish growth. The 
murky waters also provide protection from non-
marine predators such as birds. There are fewer 
large fish predators than in the ocean.

Some aquatic species spend the whole of 
their lives in an estuary. They are classified 
as being a ‘fully estuarine’ species. Others 
listed as marine species, spend part of their 
life-cycle in estuaries and inshore marine 
environments. There are certain species that 
are found in both environments that are called 
‘marine stragglers’. Most species of fish and 
crustaceans use estuaries as juvenile nursery 
grounds, although they do not breed in them. 

True marine and freshwater fish do not use 
estuaries at all.

Intertidal plants such as seagrasses, 
mangroves and salt marshes are found in the 
protected, shallower waters of an estuary. 
The seagrasses form large beds, which are 
an important part of estuarine ecosystems. 
Seagrass beds contribute a great deal of 
organic material to estuarine food chains.  
They provide food and shelter for many animals 
and contribute to the settlement of sediment in 
the water.

There are two significant estuaries within the 
Perth metropolitan area.

Swan-Canning Estuary

The Swan-Canning Estuary is connected to the 
Swan-Avon rivers systems in the north-east and 
Canning river system to the south east which 
flow through the Perth metropolitan area.

Peel-Harvey Estuary

The Peel-Harvey Estuary includes the Peel-
Inlet and Harvey Estuary that is fed by three 
major rivers systems including the Serpentine, 
Murray and Harvey Rivers and their tributaries. 

Both estuary systems have significant 
pressures from urban development and a 
previous history of agriculture, and therefore 
their interactions with the ocean, local beaches 
and catchments have changed over time.
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