




òWe need a dam to ensure that 

Victoria and NSW do not deny SAõs 

use of the River Murray. If not, by 

1970, Victoria and NSW would be 

using so much of the available 

water that SA would be left with 

only a trickle for use ó

1958-1960 
SA Premier Tom Playford advocated for a new Dam to 
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Sir Thomas Playford SA Premier 1938 -1965



Role of E&WS Engineers in the Chowilla Dam

Julian Dridan
EWS Engineer in Chief  (1949 -
1966)

Harold Beaney
EWS  Director and Engineer in 
Chief (1966 -1974)

Julian Dridan

¶ Strong connection to Renmark. His 
cousin Harold Dridan was RIT 
secretary from 1936 -1945

¶ SA Member of the River Murray 
Commission (RMC)

¶ Promoted need for storage solutions 
during droughts Ɣž)%ȓ.23 2393. ȓ! 3#. 
)%ȓ.23 -'!3ȓ!.!3Ž

Harold Beaney

¶ Replaced Dridan just before 
problems emerged

¶ Weight of evidence now against 
Chowilla Dam

¶ Agreed with RMC to consider 
alternative sites Ɣagainst Premier 
G'! G"!239!ź2 ('2ȓ3ȓ'!



Proposed 
Chowilla Dam 
site



Aerial view of the proposed Chowilla dam site in 1967. 
T h e site of the dam wall would have run for 5km into the left 

background
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Proposed 
Chowilla Dam 
Project and 
Tramway

;ȕȖ.$ȖȔ -$%Ȕ B,7 9Ȗ7/Ƶ0 WRth anniversary booklet 
on the Chowilla Dam project



Proposed spread of water at full storage 
88kms long, 30km wide in places



5.5km, 14.6m earth and rock wall to maintain a depth 
of 10 -11 metres above the floodplain



1963- 5
Initial investigations: 
boreholes and  bitumen testing



1966
Chowilla 
Dam 
tramway
źA ƅƃ-mile spur railway 
line will be constructed 
to the site of the mighty 

D#'5Ȓ$$ȓ FȓȑŹ 
Murray Pioneer April 7 1966



January 1967

Straddle buggy 
lays prefab rail 
sections
ŽƇƃ- foot prefab lengths were 

constructed at a siding and 
transported to the site. 

A straddle buggy then lifted a 
section from the truck and 

laid it in front of the last 
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Murray Pioneer January 26 1967



Straddle Buggy on site 



Wagons and hoppers at the only train trip to Chowilla 
Junction



Accommodation at Chowilla Village



February 1967  - ƷParinga Ƹ 2ȕ##Ȗ., 



Strong Support from 
Renmark residents

"Chowilla will secure our 
/"3"%.x O. 5'!Ź3 #ȓ4. 3' 
worry about NSW and 
Victoria taking all the 
5ȓ3.%xŽ

"This is the best thing for 
Renmark. It means more 
jobs, and money coming 
into the local community."



ƴJȖ#15Ƶ AȖ+/ Seekamp- local voice against 
Chowilla Dam

Ž9/ 3#.7 ("3 D#'5Ȓ$$ȓ Fȓȑ Ȓ! ȓ!) 
filled it, then from the Dam down to 
Calperum homesteads, perhaps the 

Chaffey pumps, the water would have 
been oozing out of the ground.
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Interview with Jack Seekamp1998 



1967 

Problems emerge



Two Premiers and the fate of Chowilla Dam

Don Dunstan Premier  
1967-68, 1970 -79 

Steele Hall Premier
April 1968 - June 1970

Steele Hall (Premier 1968 Ɠ1970): LCL

¶ Supported then opposed Chowilla 
Dam due to spiralling costs and 
environmental concerns.

¶ Advocated for the Dartmouth Dam as 
a more viable alternative.

¶ Political rift with independent MP 
Tom Stott, contributed to the fall of 
his minority government.

Don Dunstan (Premier before and after 
Hall, notably from 1970): ALP

¶ Supported 2 Dams. Later accepted 
the shift to the Dartmouth Dam

¶ J.0'3ȓ93.) 9! ȓ!-%.92. ȓ! MBź2 593.% 
¶ Oversaw the official shelving of the 

Chowilla Dam project . 



August 1967 fwork 
on Chowilla deferred 

indefinitely

Ʒ@- :"%3ȕ##Ȗ ȕ0 Ȗ(Ȗ7'%7,'] @ 3%!#'7Ƶ1 
want to depend on a living in SA in the 

TRRR0Ƹ

"Canberra and Melbourne control the 
Murray. South Australia always gets the 

short end of the deal."

"Dunstan caved in too easily. Playford 
3%!#' 7,2,$ "Ȗ2, #,1 1"ȕ0 "Ȗ&&,7\Ʒ



Key concerns:

Cost blowouts : $28
million skyrocketed 
to $ 68 million.

Salinity risks : newer 
studies suggested that 
the dam could 
worsen salt buildup in 
the water table.

Evaporation losses : the 
)9Ȓź2 4923 2"%/9-. 
area would lead to 
significant water loss, 
making it inefficient.
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Renmark Hotel August 1967 Ɣa week after the postponement 


