
Queen of the waterways 

W
hen as ked why s h e 
took up a ca reer in 
scien ce, Or Kath 

Bowm c r, deputy chief of 
CSIRO's D ivis ion o f Wn te r 
Resources, laughed and replied 
modes tly: ' I was n' t all that 
good at French '. A us tral ia 
shou ld be g ra te fu l for th is 
alleged deficiency, be ca use 
Bow mer's pursuit of science 
over th e a rts has paid great 
dividends for he r adopted 
hornc. 

management st~rategy based on 
the use o f s pecific herb icides 
over s..:vera I seasons. 

T he s pan of Bowmer' s 
interests is remarkable. Among Or Kath Bowmer: an authority on aquatic plants in Australia. 

Bowmcr':. knowledge of 
t h e management of aq u atic 
al ien plants has rece ived 
i nte rnational recognit io n. 
Tw ice s he ha~ been paid l o 
add ress il<luatic plant manage
ment conferences in the U$ 
and s he has been u nable to 
accep t five other offe rs fo r 
Fu lly- funded ov~rseas vis its 
bccuusc h er r-:;chcdule is - too 
h ec t ic'. ll ect ic is an u n der 
s tatement. 

ma ny othe r things, s he has been 
respons ible fo r research in to 
pcstkid"'s in water, the use of wetlands 
for efflue nt tn:atme nl, and, unti l July 
1993, CSIRO's multi-division al blue
green algae resea rch p rogra m. She has 
collabora ted with s cient is ts from the 
United S tates a nd Czechoslovakia, as 
well as m a nagers of s tale water 
agenc ies, pa rti cularly the New Sou th 
Wales Department of Water Resource,. 

Rece ntl y, s he has worked for the 
Department o f Primary ln.dustries and 
Ene rgy \) n assessing the impac t of 
intensive ru ro1l indust ry in the Murray 
Darling Basin; for the Murray Darling 
Basin Cornmi<;sion on nutrient and a lgal 
bloom management strategies; and for 
the Comrnor>wea lth Envi ronmenta l 
Pro tection Agen cy on assess ing 
c nvironm,•ntal research p rio rities. She 
may be best known. however, fo r he r 
knowledge of herbicides a nd aquiltic 
~vveeds. 

11 wa, n' l always so. As a ne rvous 
newcomer to CSI RO, Bow m er 
remembers being take n to Albcrt Park 
Lake, which was infested wit h 'some 
horr ib le weed '. The powers-that- be 
were worried about an impending vis it 
from the Queen nnd they sought ad vice 
fro m the recent ly arrived 'B rit i ~ h 
expert'. The 'expert', having studied for 
a degree in agricultural science. a nd 
grad uated w ith a PhD in soil science 
from the u.,ive rsity o f Notti ng ham, 

quickly began learning about new crops, 
water plants and unique aquatic 
ecosystems in Aus tralia. 

fn the .,;nd the weeds were d ug out 
of the lake, we presume the Queen was 
adequately am used, and 13owmer went 
on to become a n a uthority o n aq uatic 
plants in Aus tra lian ecosys tems. This 
knowlcdgc. i, now being used for fa •· 
more signific;1nt ends than cleaning up 
fo r Queen s. Bowrner's wor k has 
developed into several aspects o f 
aquatic plant resea rch , w ith an 
emphasis on the va lue of na ti ve plants 
as centra l fea tures o f aquat ic eco
systems, and thei r ust• in main taining 
water qua lity. 

Bowmer recently alerted the 
g vve rnme nt a 11 d communi ty to the 
threat pv~cd by al ligator weed to 
Aus tralia's multi-billion dollar irrigated 
ag ri culture indus t ry . This plant, 
acciden ta ll y introd uced into Aus tralia 
from Sout h A merica i n the late 30s, 
could take over whole a qu atic 
<'COsystcm~, and invade entire al'eas o ( 

irrigated agriculture, pa rHcularly ' wef 
c rops s uc h as ri ce a nd i r riga ted 
pastu res. 

Bown1l' r and col league~ were •1u ick 
to rccognisl' the implica tio ns w he n 
alligato r weed was found to have 
c.-ossed the Great Divid ing Range. They 
were also read y w ith an e ffec tive 

During the past three yea rs 
alone, Bowmcr has cont-inued 

persona l research into r ive r pollu t ion 
w ith agricu ltural chemicals. This has 
involved develop ing biologica l assess
me n t me thod~. improving irrigation 
drainilge water quil lity, and mam>g ing a 
sm all aquatic plant consul til ncy group. 
Sim ultaneous ly. s he was assistant cl\icf 
at the Cri ffi th Laboratory, and leader of 
the Ri ver,; and Wetland~ Program of the 
Div ision of Water Resou rces. 

Since becomi ng deputy chief in 
September 1993, s he has had to 'give up 
~ailing', b ut noth ing else ~eems to have 
bee n lost fro m 13owmer'~ crowd t! d 
agenda. In fact, she is delighted to have 
recentl y regained her sta tus as one of 
the ·Feral joggers' who completed the 
Alinunl 12-ki lometre jog at the 1994 
Bacchus Festiva l. 

Bowmcr had 'come to Australia 
looking for an adventure'. As wel l as the 
adve:n lu•·e, s he found a s pectacu larly 
:;uccessful career and a h usband. She 
and her partner havl' two do ughtcrs, the 
e lde r of w h o m is study ing Fn~nch . 
Bowmer is look ing forward to a family 
holiday in Noumea, which wil l benefit 
her da ug hter's language s tudies. l et's 
hop..: Ka l·h Bowrne r accep ts tha t one 
person can' t know everyth ing, and has a 
well-earned rest. 
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