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Abstract
Historical analyses of flooding have predominately focused on riverine disasters. 
Despite causing isolated destruction or contributing to large-scale flood events, 
creek systems in urban environments largely remain unstudied. The 2022–23 
Australian floods re-emphasise the need for analysing these disasters within 
increasingly built environments. Since colonisation, various governments in 
Queensland have exercised principles of control and capitalisation over the 
environment. Records of floods in the Eagle Farm, Serpentine and Nudgee areas 
of Brisbane identify the Kedron Brook creek system as their common cause. 
Nineteenth-century land reclamation, the construction of the Schulz Canal in 
1928 and the militarised Eagle Farm Aerodrome in 1942 each accelerated the 
process of disrupting the Serpentine floodplain. Mitigatory measures proposed 
by the Brisbane City Council in the early 1960s as part of an unsuccessful 
rejuvenation and real estate development project called the Serpentine Scheme 
were eventually achieved in 1980–81 with the construction of the Kedron Brook 
Floodway by the Commonwealth of Australia as part of the Brisbane Airport 
Redevelopment. However, amid an urbanising Brisbane and despite ongoing 
investment into their mitigation, floods in this region have continued into the 
twenty-first century. This article argues that government-led urbanisation, 
driven by capitalist interests and underscored by technocratic techniques, have 
proceeded with limited consideration to the environment, particularly regarding 
flooding and mitigation.
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Introduction
Flooding throughout Australia over the past year has reinforced the urgent 
need to address environmental disasters in increasingly urban environments.1 
Floods are a consequence of specific interweaving factors, such as tidal 
influences, drainage and urban development, that both independently and 
cooperatively affect their quantity and frequency.2 As Meredith Dobbie, 
Ruth Morgan and Lionel Frost observe, flood damage to infrastructure is 
a complex coalescence of urbanisation, poor drainage and ineffective water 
management strategies.3 Flood events in south-east Queensland, prompted 
by topography that forces floodwaters to rise quickly with high discharge 
rates, subject the capital city of Brisbane and surrounding areas to riverine, 
creek and backwater flooding.4 Brisbane’s weather is characterised by distinct 
dry and wet seasons, and the city experiences fluctuating rainfall that is 
influenced by landforms, vegetation and meteorological conditions like the 
El Niño-Southern Oscillation.5 In 1893, a large and well-documented flood 
struck the city in three stages, flooding the Brisbane River and outlying 
creek systems.6 Accounts of flooding in the Eagle Farm and Pinkenba area 
during this disaster concluded that concomitant to the riverine flooding, 
the Serpentine floodplain in north-eastern Brisbane became flooded due to 
excess water surging out of Kedron Brook.7 In 1967, Brisbane City Council 
Executive Advisor (and former town clerk) J. C. Slaughter expressed 
concern that there had been twenty-four damaging riverine floods in 

1	  The author offers his sincere gratitude to Associate Professor David Andrew Roberts of the 
University of New England for the supervision and feedback on this research project.
2	  D. K. Brady, Flood Frequency Analysis: Logistic Method for Incorporating Probable Maximum Floods 
(St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1979), 3; Margaret Greenway, ‘Stormwater Wetlands for 
the Enhancement of Environmental Ecosystem Services: Case Studies for Two Retrofit Wetlands in 
Brisbane, Australia’, Journal of Cleaner Production 30 (2016): 1, doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2015.12.081.
3	  Meredith Dobbie, Ruth Morgan and Lionel Frost, ‘Overcoming Abundance: Social Capital and 
Managing Floods in Inner Melbourne during the Nineteenth Century’, Journal of Urban History 46, 
no. 1 (2020): 35, doi.org/10.1177/0096144217692984.
4	  E. R. Chamberlain, Queensland Flood Report Australia Day 1974 (Canberra: Australian Government 
Publishing Service, 1981), 19–21; Leo Brian Devin and D. L. Purcell, Flooding in Australia (Canberra: 
Australian Government Publishing Service, 1983), 11.
5	  Greg Laves and Peter Waterman, ‘South East Queensland’, in Resilient Coastal City Regions: 
Planning for Climate Change in the United States and Australia, ed. Edward J. Blakely and Armando 
Carbonell (New Hampshire: Puritan Press, 2012), 205–29.
6	  Margaret Cook, ‘Damming the “Flood Evil” on the Brisbane River’, History Australia 13, no. 4 
(2016): 545–6, doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2016.1231161.
7	  ‘The Brisbane Flood’, Warwick Times and Examiner, 11 February 1893, 5; ‘Meat Works’, Telegraph, 
21 February 1893, 2.
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http://doi.org/10.1177/0096144217692984
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Brisbane since 1827.8 A more urbanised Brisbane was struck in 1974 by 
intense rainfall that flooded the river and the city’s creek systems, including 
Kedron Brook, which had, at the time, been directed into an overburdened 
diversionary canal that fed into Serpentine Creek near the former site of the 
Brisbane Airport.9 In 1980, as part of the Brisbane Airport Redevelopment, 
the Commonwealth of Australia commenced infilling the floodplain and 
constructed the Kedron Brook Floodway to obviate flooding by carrying 
excess stormwater into Moreton Bay. This floodway, sited between Nudgee 
to the north and Eagle Farm to the south, redirected water away from the 
floodplain, with the intention of preventing future flooding.

An Environment Beholden to Technocracy
Urban environmental history, attests Joel Tarr, is a convergence of disciplines 
in which the urban environment and urban environmental phenomena 
are analysed.10 Since the upsurge of environmentalism in the 1970s, 
scholarship on the subject has grown, particularly regarding flooding and 
individual water systems, which has been informed by the disciplines of 
history, ecology, geography and engineering. Previous studies of flooding 
in Los Angeles converged on several analogous themes: the impact of 
human activity on floodplains, a ‘convert the wilderness into orderliness’ 
philosophy, land reclamation practices and mitigatory works in urban 
environments.11 In the Australian context, similar core themes emerged, 
alongside acknowledgment of the uniqueness of the Australian climate, the 
continent being subject to unpredictable droughts and wet seasons.12 Such 
themes are evident in recent works of riverine environmental history by 

8	  J. C. Slaughter to the lord mayor, 6 December 1967, in Papers of J. C. Slaughter, 1952–1971, 
Brisbane City Council Archives (BCCA), BCA0864.
9	  J. K. G. Ward, ‘Hydrology of the Floods’, and G. Heatherwick, ‘Flood Forecasting and Warnings: 
Moreton Region’, papers presented at the 1974 Floods, Moreton Region Symposium, Queensland 
Institute of Technology, Brisbane, 3 and 10 April 1974.
10	  Joel A. Tarr, ‘Urban Environmental History’, in The Turning Points of Environmental History, ed. 
Frank Uekoetter (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2010), 72, doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt5hjsg1.9.
11	  Jared Orsi, Hazardous Metropolis (California: University of California Press, 2004); Uwe Lübken, 
‘Rivers and Risk in the City: The Urban Floodplain as a Contested Space’, in Urban Rivers, ed. Stéphane 
Castonguay and Matthew Evenden (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2012); Ryan Plummer, 
Steven Renzetti, Ryan Bullock, Maria de Lourdes Melo Zurita, Julia Baird, Diane Dupont, Timothy 
Smith and Diana Thomsen, ‘The Roles of Capitals in Building Capacity to Address Urban Flooding in 
the Shift to a New Water Management Approach’, Environment and Planning C: Politics and Space 36, 
no. 6 (2018), doi.org/10.1177/2399654417732576.
12	  Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1997), 308.

http://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt5hjsg1.9
http://doi.org/10.1177/2399654417732576
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Ian Tyrrell, Margaret Cook, Grace Karskens and Heather Goodall.13 Cook 
offers the most recent analysis of south-east Queensland flooding, joining 
J. M. Powell in arguing that technocracy, a form of administrative, economic 
and political control, has been recurrent in Queensland’s developmental 
history, particularly towards water management.14 In a technocracy, 
the environment, particularly creeks and rivers, is a resource to be used, 
with Powell arguing that noxious trade activity was standard in colonial 
Brisbane.15 Comparably, Uwe Lübken lists the Ohio River in the United 
States as one of many waterways in industrialising countries being used 
for waste disposal and environmental manipulation.16 Cook predominately 
analyses the three most significant flood events in the Brisbane River system: 
1893, 1974 and 2011.17 These disasters, she argues, not only exposed the 
foolishness of floodplain development but also resulted in technocratic 
measures to prevent future flooding, which, as Jared Orsi observes of Los 
Angeles, created a new ecosystem in which non-environmental factors 
influenced flooding as much as environmental ones.18

Cook contends that the environment has been treated with a language 
of control to reflect purported utilitarian interests that are, in reality, 
predominately commercial.19 A recurring method is land reclamation 
(the  process of creating new land), which is usually linked to port and 
airport development. This is achieved by elevating riverbeds or low-lying 
land with fill material or garbage, pumping water out of a watery area, or 
excavating fill material from a borrow or dredging area.20 For example, 
Homebush Bay, the  largest reclamation project in Sydney Harbour, was 
infilled during the 1960s with dredge spoils, waste and building materials 
to provide more industrial land.21 As Gary Presland shows, similar links 

13	  Ian Tyrrell, River Dreams (Sydney: UNSW Press, 2018); Margaret Cook, A River with a City Problem 
(Brisbane: UQ Press, 2019); Grace Karskens, People of the River (Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin, 2020); 
Heather Goodall, Georges River Blues (Acton: ANU Press, 2022).
14	  J. M. Powell, Plains of Promise, Rivers of Destiny (City: Publisher, 1991); Miguel Angel Centeno, 
‘The New Leviathan: The Dynamics and Limits of Technocracy’, Theory and Society 22, no. 3 (1993): 
309, doi.org/10.1007/BF00993531.
15	  Powell, Plains of Promise, 10.
16	  Lübken, ‘Rivers and Risk in the City’, 138.
17	  Robin C. van den Honert and John McAneney, ‘The 2011 Brisbane Floods: Causes, Impacts and 
Implications’, Water 3 (2011): 1154, doi.org/10.3390/w3041149.
18	  Orsi, Hazardous Metropolis, 12.
19	  Plummer et al., ‘The Roles of Capitals’, 1069; Cook, ‘Damming’, 550–1.
20	  Jan van’t Hoff and Art Nooy van der Kolff, Hydraulic Fill Manual: For Dredging And Reclamation 
Works (London: CRC Press, 2007), 1; Goodall, Georges River Blues, 140–1.
21	  Lynette C. McLoughlin, ‘Shaping Sydney Harbour: Sedimentation, Dredging and Reclamation 
1788–1990s’, Australian Geographer 31, no. 2 (2000): 195, doi.org/10.1080/713612246.

http://doi.org/10.1007/BF00993531
http://doi.org/10.3390/w3041149
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between capital increase and environmental modification towards land 
reclamation were evident in nineteenth-century Melbourne.22 Such ideas 
and modifications are also present in the history of Eagle Farm. Dredging 
of the river at Lytton in 1867 and Eagle Farm in 1871 allowed larger vessels 
to berth upstream.23 Between 1826 and 1927, 162 hectares of swamp 
and mangrove were reclaimed in the Hamilton and Eagle Farm areas. In 
the 1950s, the reclamation of Parker and Bulwer islands and the ongoing 
industrialisation of Hamilton, Eagle Farm and Pinkenba was described as 
land that had been ‘won back from the Brisbane River’.24 However, by 2006, 
it had been determined that 20 per cent of mangrove areas in Moreton 
Bay had been negatively impacted by reclamation works, diminishing their 
functionality as a viable ecosystem.25

An Opportune Time to Put the Hand 
to the Plough
Cook acknowledges the need for research into flooding in creek systems.26 
David Topp’s Tennyson Breach (2012) merges professional vocation with 
personal connectivity concerning riverine flooding in Tennyson, while 
acknowledging the utilitarian mistreatment of Brisbane’s environment, and 
the role nearby Oxley Creek has on flooding disasters. Due to riverine flooding 
being more prolific, historical analyses of creek systems are limited, with 
Eagle Farm and Nudgee frequently overlooked. Discourse remains mostly 
restricted to local historical societies, often anonymised, using limited or 
dated source material. Fragments of often incorrectly contextualised history 
accompany engineering and hydrological reports, despite appropriate 
cognisance of the impacts of urbanisation across the floodplain. However, 
these works are considerably dated; historical disciplines have shifted and 
methodologies have markedly improved. Andrew May and Peter Spearitt 
have argued for increased focus on suburban historical narratives. Spatiality, 
argue Donald A. DeBats and Ian N. Gregory, is a foundational aspect of 

22	  Gary Presland, ‘Dredging up History: The Remaking of Melbourne’s Swampy Landscapes’, 
14th  Australasian Urban History Planning History Conference, 31 January – 2 February 2018, 
Melbourne, Australia.
23	  Roderick McLeod, ‘A Short History of the Dredging of the Brisbane River, 1860 to 1910’, Journal 
of the Royal Historical Society of Queensland (1978), 144.
24	  ‘Hamilton Becoming Industrial Hub’, Courier Mail, 7 August 1953, 24.
25	  Norman Duke and Diana Kleine, Australia’s Mangroves: The Authoritative Guide to Australia’s Mangrove 
Plants (Brisbane: UQ Press, 2006), 46; Cook, A River, 59–60.
26	  Cook, A River, xi.
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urban historical studies, with the use of geospatial technologies a promising 
tool for the discipline.27 Consequently, there is fertile ground to be tilled 
in the analysis of local historical narratives in conjunction with technical, 
geographical and urban scholarship.

As a latecomer to the history discipline, but one born and raised in the 
suburbs of Brisbane, my research bears similarity to Cook and Tyrrell’s 
unification of local, personal knowledge with the critical enquiry demanded 
of good historical practice. A casual curiosity in the early 2000s—starting 
with wondering why a business in Weyba Street, Banyo, addressed itself as 
Nudgee yet was nowhere near the modern suburb, and vague references 
to a ‘Landers Pocket Road’—drove me towards the archives in 2008, 
and morphed into a serious academic pursuit a decade later. Resultantly, 
I am fortuitously positioned in addressing the oftentimes uneasy alliance 
between the ‘loving local’ amateur that Geoffrey Blainey accuses of applying 
a ‘scissors and paste’ methodology, with the rigour, criticality and analysis 
expected of historical research.28 Born in the mid-1980s and growing up 
in Wavell Heights, Northgate, and Banyo, I have childhood memories of 
a changing landscape, including the former airport in its final days. By sheer 
coincidence, my association with a local shorebirds volunteer group allowed 
me to visit land under reclamation at the Port of Brisbane c. 2003. Many 
bicycle rides took me along the floodway, Schulz Canal, and upstream 
Kedron Brook. The airport was always in the background of my life: there 
was a distinct humming late at night when certain planes would take off, 
and the rotating beacon from the control tower non-invasively made itself 
known to the darkness. Early employment involved the regular collection 
of freight from the domestic terminal, cognisant of the fact that my father 
had worked nearby at the Australia Post facility in Hakea Street, the Brisbane 
Airport Transit Centre (BATC)—colloquially called the ‘Batcave’.

My unfamiliarity with the landscape before the redevelopment occurred 
has been remedied by the abundance of archival material, especially visual. 
The National Archives of Australia’s (NAA) photographic series Photography, 
1978, Brisbane Airport Surround Floodway Areas (1978) and Brisbane—
Airport Re-development (Aerials) (1980) provide a visual introduction, 
while the Queensland State Archives and State Library of Queensland’s 

27	  Donald A. DeBats and Ian N. Gregory, ‘Introduction to Historical GIS and the Study of Urban 
History’, Social Science History 35, no. 4 (2018): 458.
28	  Victoria Peel and Deborah Zion, ‘The Local History Industry’, in Packaging the Past? Public Histories, 
ed. John Rickard and Peter Spearitt (Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 1991), 174.



119

A Meandering Mess

collection of maps allows topographic and cartographic interpretation 
of the nineteenth- and twentieth-century landscape.29 Moreover, with 
the urban and environmental discipline being one of the more grateful 
beneficiaries of aerial surveys, the Qimagery repository’s recent digitisation 
of Queensland’s vast collection has created new opportunities for analysis.30 
The NAA’s Brisbane Airport Extensions series contain exhaustive details 
concerning the compulsory land resumption processes, but also descriptions 
of properties disclosing their vulnerability to flooding.31 Synthesised 
with contemporary literature, a case study will be conducted using my 
chronological framework of technocratic periodisation based on Malin 
Falkenmark and Gunnar Lindh’s research dividing human water usage into 
pre-industrial, developmental and mature phases.32

The subject areas and major infrastructure prior to the redevelopment are 
displayed on a 1976 map in Figure 1 but require contextualisation. For 
simplicity, locations and certain features are referred to in the context of their 
original usage. The redevelopment resulted in the modification and partial 
removal of some infrastructure, multiple suburb boundary adjustments, 
and the degazetting of the suburbs of Cribb Island and Lower Nudgee by 
the State of Queensland in 1986.33 Consequently, Cribb Island and sections 
of Eagle Farm are incorporated into Brisbane Airport and most of Lower 
Nudgee is now Banyo and Nudgee. While never formally gazetted, the area 
known as Serpentine is framed as an indistinct space between Eagle Farm, 
Lower Nudgee, Nundah and Pinkenba. Kedron Brook, beginning as a small 
creek in Ferny Hills in Brisbane’s west, has been recorded as consistently 
discharging into the Serpentine floodplain, which during the past 4,000–
7,000 years formed into a series of interspersed naturally draining channels 

29	  NAA: CA3650, Director of Housing and Construction [II], Regional Office Queensland, Photograph 
Albums New Brisbane Airport, Single Number Series, J2975, 1972–1987; NAA: CA2747, Department of 
Housing and Construction [II], Central Office, Photographs and Negatives of Commonwealth Building 
Sites and Works Departmental Activities, Single Number Series, B6295, 1957–1984.
30	  My first introduction to physical cadastral maps at the John Oxley Library in 2009 involved hours 
of attempting to connect the giant sheets together on the table. Qimagery has considerably improved 
such an exercise.
31	  F. C. Higginson, ‘Valuation Prepared for A. C. Pratt’, 10 October 1973, NAA: BP756/1, 6600/60; 
John Wallace Cameron, ‘Valuation Report made for The Golden Circle Cannery’, 28 October 1974, 
NAA: BP550/1, 6600/23.
32	  Graeme Aplin, Global Environmental Crises: An Australian Perspective (Melbourne: Oxford University 
Press, 1995), 119.
33	  Cabinet Minute, Decision 49780, 22 September 1986, Queensland State Archives, ITM2627419.
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and sumps, and mangrove swamps.34 In 1965, Slaughter described the 
floodplain as being peppered with ‘shallow, often stagnant, flood waters or 
backwater[s]’.35 Likewise, airport engineer Harold McCredie Jones testified 
in 1980 that the area was a giant lake, vulnerable during rainfall, storm 
surges or cyclonic storms.36 Before the construction of the floodway, the 
brook fed into Serpentine Creek, of which a northern anabranch wound 
through Landers Pocket (an ungazetted locality) and Lower Nudgee while 
the creek proper fed through the Serpentine flats, reuniting and discharging 
into Moreton Bay between Cribb Island and Myrtletown.37 As Moreton Bay 
is a diverse environment of waterways, mangrove forests and wetlands, the 
floodplain is estuarine, subjected to both freshwater and tidal influences.38 
A 1966 council memorandum, drawing on a University of Queensland 
hydrological model, determined Kedron Brook to have three distinct 
sections. The first stretched from South Pine Road (Everton Park) to 
Sandgate Road (Nundah) and was a mostly urbanised section characterised 
by a steep gradient and defined banks. The second extended from Sandgate 
Road to Hedley Avenue (Hendra) and was a transitional section where the 
brook shifts from a stream into the meandering tidal Serpentine Creek and 
where Schulz Canal begins. Hedley Avenue to Cribb Island, the ‘Serpentine 
area’, formed the third section, and was populated by pockets of lagoons 
and swamps that allowed overflow to discharge into Moreton Bay at Cribb 
Island and the Brisbane River at Pinkenba. At the time, the area had been 
impacted by siltation, drainage works and other modifications. Despite 
regularly flooding upstream, only the downstream, primarily nonurban 
section east of Sandgate Road will be analysed.39

34	  Wally Davies, ‘Waterways’, in Wildlife of the Brisbane Area (Milton: Jacaranda Press, 1983), 166; 
A.  V. Arakel and W. F. Ridley, ‘Origin and Geochemical Evolution of Saline Groundwater in the 
Brisbane Coastal Plain, Australia’, Catena 13 (1986): 261–2, doi.org/10.1016/0341-8162(86)90002-0; 
J. Hall and I. Lilley, ‘Excavation at the New Brisbane Airport Site’, Queensland Archaeological Research 4 
(1987): 56, doi.org/10.25120/qar.4.1987.172.
35	  J. C Slaughter to M. Cairns, 12 November 1965, BCCA, BCA0864.
36	  Court testimony of Harold McCredie Jones in Aufferber v. Commonwealth (1980), NAA: BP756/1 
Brisbane Airport Extensions – Property Files, 6600/152/2, Record of Proceedings, Volume 1, 232.
37	  Report, Department of Works, 1 May 1970, BCCA, BCA0864.
38	  J. H. Lavery, Report on the Alleviation of Flooding in the Kedron Brook (St Lucia: University of 
Queensland, 1966), 1.
39	  Memorandum, E. L. Richard, 28 December 1966, BCCA, BCA1451, Boondall Serpentine Scheme 
files.

http://doi.org/10.1016/0341-8162(86)90002-0
http://doi.org/10.25120/qar.4.1987.172
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Figure 1: Extract of 1976 map showing subject areas.
The Serpentine floodplain can be defined as being the vacant area between the airport 
runways and Lower Nudgee to the north, where Schulz Canal sharply cuts through the 
outline of the meandering Serpentine Creek.
Source: ‘City of Brisbane Suburbs 1975–76’, Brisbane, Queensland Government Open 
Data Portal.

Shaping the Landscape, Shaping the 
Flood Burden
The framework of technocratic periodisation commences with the pre-
technocratic period (1823–1926) and is characterised by the impact 
of early European colonisation, agriculturalism, early urbanism and an 
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awareness of environmental vulnerability. Cartographic sources from this 
period are scarce, but available maps juxtapose an urban ascendency of 
infrastructure and utilities with the vulnerability of a landscape peppered 
with agriculture, swamps, marshes and indicators of prior flooding 
(Figure 2). John Oxley’s 1823 assessment of Moreton Bay and the Brisbane 
River indicates early commercial interest in the region.40 Raymond 
Evans writes that the region was heavily populated by Aboriginal people 
during this period.41 A  surviving bora ring in Nudgee, and one recorded 
in the Red Hill Road area of Banyo, establishes connectivity and spiritual 
importance to the Aboriginal population.42 Similarly, Christopher Eipper 
of the Lutheran Mission at Nundah identified the region as being at 
the crossroads of ‘the  great thoroughfare of the aborigines [sic]’.43 The 
floodplain with its diversity of flora and fauna was a subsistent ecosystem 
with an abundance of food.44 Captain Patrick Logan’s 1829 selection of 
Eagle Farm for an agricultural settlement reflects the earliest government 
interest in the area, partially driven by its survey of the environment and 
desire to subjugate and commodify it.45 Swampiness impeded cultivation, 
with a 1991 archaeological analysis of clay and topsoil profiles determining 
the site was poorly drained.46 Towards the end of the convict period, 
Lutheran missionaries established a mission north-west of Eagle Farm at 
Zion Hill in 1838 beside a watercourse they named Kedron Brook.47 Like 
the convicts at Eagle Farm, the missionaries set to clearing the landscape 
and commenced  cultivation.48 The land’s swampiness and impassibility 
during rainfall raised doubts about the mission’s likelihood of success.49 

40	  John Uniacke, ‘Narrative of Mr. Oxley’s Expedition to Survey Port Curtis and Moreton Bay’, in The 
Explorers of the Moreton Bay District 1770–1830, ed. J.G. Steele (St Lucia, 1972), 101.
41	  Raymond Evans, ‘The Mogwi Take Mi-an-kin’, Brisbane History Group Papers No. 11 (Brisbane: 
Moore Print, 1992), 10–12.
42	  ‘Do You Know Your Brisbane?’ Sunday Mail, 25 November 1928, 19; J. G. Steele, Aboriginal Pathways 
(St Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1984), 127.
43	  H. J. J. Sparks, Queensland’s First Free Settlement (Brisbane: W. R. Smith & Paterson, 1938), 19.
44	  Brisbane Airport Corporation, Volume B: Airport and Surrounds Cultural Heritage, B6 297, New 
Parallel Runway Draft EIS/MDP, www.bne.com.au/sites/default/files/docs/BNR_EIS_MDP_B6_Cultural​
_​Heritage.pdf.
45	  ‘Statement of Significance’, Queensland State Archives, Item 2636375, Eagle Farm Women’s Prison 
and Factory Site.
46	  Edward Higginbotham, Archaeological Assessment of the Eagle Farm Agricultural Establishment, 
Female Factory and Prison, Eagle Farm, Brisbane, Queensland, Stage 2 (Leichardt: Edward Higginbotham, 
1991), 5–12.
47	  ‘Kedron Brook’, in Brisbane Suburbs and Localities: Information from the Place Names Board Research 
1970s, F-I, ed. Queensland Place Names Board (State Library of Queensland, 1970).
48	  Sparks, Queensland’s First Free Settlement, 17.
49	  ‘Domestic Intelligence’, Sydney Herald, 26 March 1832, 3; ‘Moreton Bay’, Australian, 13 December 
1838, 2.

http://www.bne.com.au/sites/default/files/docs/BNR_EIS_MDP_B6_Cultural_Heritage.pdf
http://www.bne.com.au/sites/default/files/docs/BNR_EIS_MDP_B6_Cultural_Heritage.pdf
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This should not have been surprising as Nundah, the modern appellation 
for Zion Hill, translates as ‘waterholes’ in the local Aboriginal dialect.50 
Aboriginal camps overlooked the brook and alternated between low and 
high grounds in response to the dry and wet seasons.51 Karskens and Cook 
demonstrate that Aboriginal people informed colonists of past disasters 
and the risks of floods.52 Evidence verifying whether the missionaries were 
told remains lacking, but it is likely the colonists were not uninformed. 
For Aboriginal people, the brook had been a source of sustenance, but with 
the developing colonial ascendency it began to be repurposed as a site of 
baptism ceremonies.53 Less than forty years later, the impacts of industrial 
pollution in the brook – like the river – were being reported on account of it 
being used to carry away waste.54 

Figure 2: Extract of 1889 map showing Serpentine flats area and future 
site of runway.
Source: ‘Sketch Plan of Country Northeast of Brisbane’, 20 chain series 1886–1889, Brisbane, 
Queensland Government Open Data Portal.

50	  Hector Holthouse, Illustrated History of Brisbane (Frenchs Forest: Reed Publishing, 1982), 13.
51	  Ray Kerkhove, Aboriginal Camp Sites of Greater Brisbane: An Historical Guide (Salisbury: Boolarong 
Press, 2015), 53–6.
52	  Karskens, People of the River, 27, 258–9; Cook, A River, 2–3.
53	  ‘Where Once the Savage Roamed’, Brisbane Courier, 19 July 1930, 20.
54	  ‘Pollution of Kedron Brook’, Telegraph, 28 March 1876, 3; Chris Dawson, ‘“Voracious Monsters”: 
People, Sharks, and the Brisbane River’, Queensland History Journal 21, no. 10 (2012): 661–2.
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Cook, Orsi, Plummer and others ascertain that apathy towards flooding 
is often shattered in the event of a definitive and destructive event, as was 
the case in Brisbane (1893), Los Angeles (1914) and Manitoba (1950), all 
of which resulted in flood controls being implemented.55 As the settlement 
grew, a rapid succession of flooding disasters followed. The first documented 
flood in 1875 left the landscape pockmarked, destroyed produce and bridges, 
uplifted layers of Nudgee Road and damaged early industry including 
Randle’s sugar mill. Residents in the vicinity of Kedron Brook demanded 
the construction of culverts, the first suggested improvements as a safeguard 
against flood damage.56 According to Miriam Middelmann, Bruce Harper 
and Rob Lacey, no official records exist for the 1887 riverine flood, but they 
contend that it was worse than the well-recorded 1974 disaster.57 However, 
reports by the local authority, the Toombul Divisional Board, supported 
by remarks in Figure 2, imply that rainfall caused considerable damage to 
the area.58 In 1890, flooding blocked the railway north-west out of Nudgee 
and, in what would become a recurring event, Kedron Brook widened 
into a large stream due to Serpentine Creek waterlogging at Myrtletown.59 
The 1893 flood submerged low-lying Eagle Farm and Pinkenba, forcing 
residents to shelter at the Wesleyan Chapel, while the flood destroyed fences, 
produce and livestock.60 Between 1896 and 1914, a drain was constructed 
by the local authority to carry water through Landers Pocket.61 The 1924 
amalgamation of Brisbane’s dispersed councils, partly prompted by disputes 
over urban utilities, saw the flood burden adopted by the new municipal 
authority of Greater Brisbane.62

The municipal and technocratic period (1926–80) was categorised by 
increasing engineering interventions, the establishment of the Eagle Farm 
Aerodrome, the impact of World War II on the region and postwar urban 
expansion. With increased resources, responsibilities and a need to address 
flooding, council, imbued with the principles of control and flood proofing, 
constructed a large, floodgate-free drain named Schulz Canal. Starting at 

55	  Plummer et al., ‘The Roles of Capitals’, 1073–6; Orsi, Hazardous Metropolis, 12; Cook, A River, 37.
56	  ‘The Floods’, Queenslander, 6 March 1875, 5.
57	  Miriam Middelmann, Bruce Harper and Rob Lacey, ‘Flood Risks’, in Natural Hazards and the Risks 
They Pose to South-East Queensland, ed. K. Granger and M. Hayne (Canberra, 2000), 9.31.
58	  Anon, ‘Toombul’, Queenslander, 12 March 1887, 427.
59	  ‘State of the Railways’, Telegraph, 24 January 1890, 4; ‘Relics’, Telegraph, 25 January 1890, 2.
60	  ‘Eagle Farm’, Week, 24 February 1893, 9–10.
61	  ‘Toombul Board’, Moreton Mail, 1 May 1896, 6; ‘Landers Pocket Drain’, Telegraph, 2 April 1914, 5.
62	  John Minnery, ‘Off the Shelf or Tailor-Made? Sources of Ideas for the Creation of Greater Brisbane 
in 1924’, International Journal of Regional and Local History 9, no. 2 (2014): 108, doi.org/10.1179/205
1453014Z.00000000018.
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Nundah, it crossed the floodplain and terminated into Serpentine Creek 
between Pinkenba and Myrtletown.63 Its 1928 completion and £18,000 
cost coincided with Brisbane experiencing flooding after a prolonged 
drought.64 Within months, the canal was tried and found wanting after 
a  storm surge flooded the flats, with the Brisbane Courier reporting that 
‘the  new Schulz Canal suffered badly from the inundation’.65 In the 
wake of the disaster, a long-time Pinkenba resident, critical of the canal, 
remarked that the floodwaters were forced into a new, artificial course.66 
In  the following years, further environmental manipulation transpired 
with the clearing of thirty-two acres of land for the Eagle Farm Aerodrome, 
which would serve as Brisbane’s primary airfield.67 Like other aerodromes, 
reasons Malcolm Abbott, it was the product of a post-WWI drive by the 
Commonwealth to assume responsibility for the advancement of Australian 
aviation, and represented a new iteration of governmental interest in the 
area.68 Quickly, the aerodrome gained a reputation for waterlogging and 
flooding, with pilots having to land at nearby Ascot Racecourse during wet 
periods, eventually forcing operations to relocate to Rocklea (Archerfield).69 
Problems with fog and expansionary limitations inhibited Archerfield’s 
viability, but these concerns were eventually overshadowed by the escalation 
of the Pacific War in late 1941. The arrival of American forces and rapid 
fortification of Brisbane under accelerating administrative and technocratic 
powers saw Eagle Farm Aerodrome recreated as a military aerodrome 
(Figure 3).70 The urgency of developing the site was compounded by heavy 
rainfall that swamped the land, forcing the government to deposit ash and 
coke breeze from the Newstead Gasworks onsite to assist trucks attempting 
to deliver infill material from two borrow pits in Nudgee.71

63	  Arakel and Ridley, ‘Origin and Geochemical Evolution’, 262.
64	  ‘Schulz’s Canal’, Brisbane Courier, 10 January 1928, 13; ‘Busy Year’, Brisbane Courier, 18 December 
1928, 16.
65	  ‘Torrential Rain’, Brisbane Courier, 19 April 1928, 15.
66	  ‘Flood Waters at Pinkenba’, Brisbane Courier, 24 April 1928, 17.
67	  ‘Clearing of Eagle Farm Aerodrome’, Brisbane Courier, 7 June 1922, 6.
68	  Malcolm Abbott, ‘The Ownership, Organisation and Investment in Australia’s Major Airports over 
the Long Term’, Journal of Transport Economics and Policy, 52, no. 4 (2018): 346–7.
69	  The Genesis of Brisbane Airport, n.d., photocopied pamphlet, from Nundah and Districts Historical 
Society, in possession of author, 3–4.
70	  Roger R. Marks, Queensland Airfields WW2—50 Years On (Moorooka: Merino Lithographics, 
1994), 145–6.
71	  Queensland Main Roads Commission, The History of the Queensland Main Roads Commission 
during World War II 1939–1945 (Brisbane: A. H. Tucker, 1949), 17.
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Figure 3: 1946 Eagle Farm Aerodrome with Schulz Canal and Serpentine 
Creek at top of frame.
Source: Photograph of aerial survey, ‘Brisbane City Council Series 1946, BCC3, Frame 
35255, Run 7C’, 10 June 1946, Qimagery, Brisbane.

Eventually, three runways, taxiways, hangars and drainage were constructed, 
irrevocably modifying the floodplain and severing Serpentine Creek from 
Boggy Creek, thereby obstructing the course of flood overflow into the 
Brisbane River. Considered advantageous as it reduced flooding in Pinkenba, 
responsibility of managing floodwaters shifted onto Schulz Canal.72 Almost 
immediately, and reflecting Graeme Aplin’s assertion that urbanisation raises 
flood discharges during heavy rainfall events, it became overburdened with 
the water that had previously settled across the increasingly impermeable 

72	  Memorandum, E. L. Richard, 28 December 1966, BCCA, BCA1451.
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floodplain.73 Similar problems of increasing urbanism hindering the flow 
of water across a floodplain occurred in the 1863 flood of Melbourne.74 
In 1948, Kedron Brook burst its banks near Kalinga Park, and widened to 
three-quarters of a mile at Nundah, submerging Nudgee Road.75 Similarly, 
in 1949 and 1954, the canal’s inability to carry excess stormwater resulted in 
sewerage infrastructure being damaged and turning the immediate area into 
a lake.76 Like those in Los Angeles, urban modifications had allowed smaller 
floods to become more destructive.77

The Serpentine Scheme and Brisbane 
Airport Extensions
Postwar Australia was marked by population growth, urban expansion 
and a desire by the Commonwealth to achieve industrial independence.78 
Brisbane was no exception. Emerging from WWII financially exhausted, 
council was unprepared for the tourism booms of the 1950s.79 Nevertheless, 
according to Powell, a postwar ‘sunbelt migration’ resulted in Brisbane’s 
population increasing and urban footprint expanding, a process of 
citification that hastened from the 1950s onwards.80 The 1946 proposal 
by council for a green belt around Brisbane to sustain urban development 
had been overturned.81 During the 1960s, the construction of a shopping 
centre beside Kedron Brook prompted improvements to Schulz Canal.82 
Council underlined commercial interest with the modifications ‘to lower 
and regulate the flood plain in order to allow the construction of a shopping 
centre’.83 Likewise, the adjacent suburbs of Wavell Heights, Virginia, Banyo 
and Northgate grew during this period, their drains feeding directly into 

73	  Aplin, Global Environmental, 286.
74	  Dobbie, Morgan and Frost, ‘Overcoming Abundance’, 34.
75	  ‘Flood Danger in More Rain To-Day’, Sunday Mail, 2 May 1948, 1.
76	  ‘Rain Deluge a Record’, Brisbane Telegraph, 25 October 1949, 1; Anon., ‘Flood Rains Make Big 
Nudgee Lake’, Brisbane Telegraph, 12 February 1954, 3.
77	  Orsi, Hazardous Metropolis, 13.
78	  Goodall, Georges River Blues, 61–7.
79	  Holthouse, Illustrated History of Brisbane, 59.
80	  Powell, Plains of Promise, 278.
81	  Robert Freestone, Urban Nation: Australia’s Planning Heritage (Collingwood: CSIRO Publishing, 
2010), 145, doi.org/10.1071/9780643100138.
82	  Connell Wagner, Kedron Brook Flood Study (Brisbane: Connell Wagner, 1995), 8.
83	  Memorandum, E. L. Richard, 28 December 1966, BCCA, BCA1451.
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Schulz Canal.84 In 1961, civil engineer J. R. Watkins, identifying the 
environmental impact of urbanisation, concluded that the coastal plain 
would require infilling and that Kedron Brook needed to be channelled.85 
These concerns and the 1961 election of Lord Mayor Clem Jones would be 
the confluence that led to a land reclamation project intended to improve 
the swampy, flood-prone north-east area of Brisbane: the Serpentine 
Scheme.86 Despite a decade of marketing and investment, the scheme never 
proceeded, and can only be interpreted through Slaughter’s papers, council’s 
folios and meagre references found in state and Commonwealth literature.87 
So overlooked is the scheme that John R. Cole’s remarkable work on the 
municipal history of Brisbane offers scarcely half a sentence on the matter.88 
Regardless, despite being conceived in 1962, the earliest known reference to 
the scheme is in a 1963 Commonwealth document noting that: ‘Council 
is acquiring much of the low lying swamp land north of the Brisbane 
River mouth for the purpose of filling it, as part of a mosquito eradication 
[program].’89 Echoing the sentiments of early settlers in Melbourne who 
shunned wetlands, and those who opposed the ‘waste’ flats surrounding 
the future Kingsford Smith Airport in Sydney, Jones called the foreshore 
area between Cribb Island and Sandgate an eyesore.90 The scheme’s purpose 
was trifold: revisit plans to rejuvenate Cribb Island that had been too costly 
due to the 1930s Great Depression, achieve the failed objectives of Schulz 
Canal in eliminating mosquito breeding grounds and reducing flooding, 
and apply the recommendations of a hydrological model developed by 
the University of Queensland during 1960–62.91 This model, similar to 
Watkins’s channelisation idea, would see Kedron Brook converted into 
a floodway, and had been developed in response to the Commonwealth’s 
intention to extend the Brisbane Airport’s 04/22° runway.

84	  J. C. Slaughter to regional director, Department of Civil Aviation, 22 December 1965, BCCA, 
BCA0864.
85	  J. R. Watkins, Kedron Brook Drainage Project (Brisbane: Geological Survey of Brisbane, 1961), 2.
86	  Doug Tucker, ‘Alderman Clem Jones as Lord Mayor of Brisbane: A Study of Plebiscitary Leadership’, 
Australian Journal of Public Administration 53, no. 2 (1994): 204, doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8500.1994.
tb01881.x.
87	  Proposal, ‘Serpentine Reclamation and Development Scheme’, c. August 1970, BCCA, BCA0864.
88	  John R. Cole, Shaping a City: Greater Brisbane 1925–1985 (Eagle Farm: William Brooks, 1984), 286.
89	  Report, C. F. Curtis, 19 July 1963, NAA: J56, Property Correspondence Files, QL844/1 Part 1, 
Nudgee Gravel Site St. Vincent’s Orphanage.
90	  ‘Scheme to House 40,000’, Courier Mail, 16 December 1966, BCCA, BCA1451; Presland, ‘Dredging 
up History’; Tyrrell, River Dreams, 152.
91	  Roderick Aird Fraser to town clerk, 27 May 1929, BCCA, BCA0581, Cribb Island, Jackson Camp 
Correspondence files; ‘Useful Drains. Work at Nudgee’, Brisbane Courier, 4 February 1933, 21.
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Figure 4: Flooded Landers Pocket and Lower Nudgee north-east of 04/22° 
runway in 1971.
Source: Flooding in Lower Nudgee, 21 January 1971, NAA: BP756/1, Brisbane Airport 
Extensions – Property Files, 6600/152/5, Brisbane Airport Extensions – G. Aufferber Papers 
[Appeal No. 1098 of 1977 – Photographic exhibits and maps – Volume IV].

Slaughter’s letters reveal that council understood that these extensions 
would forcefully shift the anabranch of Serpentine Creek, intensifying 
the already problematic flooding in Lower Nudgee (Figure 4) and affect 
the drains in the surrounding suburbs.92 Reclamation projects designed 
to mitigate flooding were common in the 1960s, framed as corrective 
rather than preventative measures through structural solutions.93 Borrowed 
concepts were central to the scheme: the floodway and housing in the form 
of canal estates represented a fusing of Dutch land reclamation practices 
with British market garden concepts that would see parks and open spaces 
replaced with canals and waterways for recreation.94 Jones’s ideas were not 
unorthodox, with similar projects underway on the Gold Coast and tourist 
towns along the east coast of Australia.95 The 1983 development of Raby 

92	  J. C. Slaughter to regional director, Department of Civil Aviation, 22 December 1965, BCCA, 
BCA1451.
93	  Memorandum, ELR/DBD P.17369/65, n.d., BCCA, BCA1451.
94	  ‘Scheme to House 40,000’.
95	  Jim Davidson and Peter Spearitt, Holiday Business: Tourism in Australia since 1870 (Carlton: 
Miegunyah Press, 2000), 122–3.
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Bay is an example of a canal estate in Brisbane.96 Nevertheless, with or 
without the purported benefits of the floodway, the disinterest of ratepayers 
and disapproval by the state continually frustrated Jones’s and Slaughter’s 
vociferous determination to bring the project to fruition. Irrespective of 
the implied utilitarian value to be derived from the scheme, it was foremost 
a development project and not a mitigation strategy. Jones’s promotion of 
the scheme reflects the influence of American urbanism during his pre-
mayoral years, with the developmental aspect visibly subscribing to a blend 
of the ‘environmental new towns’ and ‘planned community’ models of the 
period.97 Any environmental subjugation to be undertaken would serve 
a broader, commercial purpose, such as the proposed private enterprise 
marina between Cabbage Tree and Nundah Creeks on the site of the now-
protected Boondall Wetlands.98 Dieter Schott identifies the complexity of 
social and cultural change required for a citizenry to adopt wholesale change, 
something Jones had successfully achieved in relation to solving Brisbane’s 
sewerage problem, but not with the scheme.99 Federal parliamentarian 
Kevin Cairns was sceptical of the scheme, and Slaughter’s correspondence 
contrasts bureaucratic cordiality with the blunt exasperation of impacted 
ratepayers.100 Those affected were unable to sell their properties unless it was 
to council.101 Regardless, they continued defending the scheme, citing the 
benefits of a reduction in flooding and the elimination of mosquito breeding 
areas, claims identical to those made in 1928.102 Residents in Pinkenba 
disagreed as they felt widening Serpentine Creek at Cribb Island would only 
promote mosquito breeding zones elsewhere in the floodplain, while delays 
in decision-making by the Commonwealth continued to impede council’s 
attempts to progress with the scheme.103

96	  I. Williamson, C. King and P. B. Mather, ‘A Comparison of Fish Communities in Unmodified and 
Modified Inshore Habitats of Raby Bay, Queensland’, Estuarine, Coastal and Shelf Science 39 (1993): 
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Environment, 9 (2004): 522.
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Scheme files (BCA2162); J. C. Slaughter to E. F. and L. M. Jackson, 2 March 1971, BCCA, BCA0864.
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Resultantly, the entire area between Nudgee and the Brisbane River had 
become an arena for all three tiers of government attempting to urbanise 
Queensland, consisting of council’s scheme, the state’s proposed (and 
ultimately unsuccessful) port at Myrtletown and cross river bridge or tunnel 
traffic facility at Eagle Farm and Queensport, and the Commonwealth’s 
indecision regarding the airport’s future.104 Abbott identifies that the 
low capital required to operate aerodromes had long since deteriorated, 
particularly in a postwar framework. Commonwealth-owned aerodromes 
and airports were consistently upgraded with new infrastructure, including 
terminals, control towers and runways.105 By the 1960s, Brisbane’s airport 
was facing constraints that had previously been abetted by compulsory 
land resumptions in Serpentine and Pinkenba to allow necessary 
expansions, but industry changes were hindering the airport’s serviceability. 
The  Commonwealth was left with two options: relocate the airport to a 
littoral, undeveloped area such as outside of Beenleigh, Caboolture or 
Steiglitz, or expand further north-east into the swampy floodplain.106 
In 1972, the Brisbane Airport Advisory Committee adopted the ‘Concept 
Q’ redevelopment plan for the airport. Instead of extending the 04/22° 
runway, an entirely new airport would be constructed on land across the 
suburbs of Cribb Island, Lower Nudgee, Myrtletown and Pinkenba, which 
were compulsory resumed in August 1974.107 Locals, already buffeted 
by the uncertainty caused by the scheme, responded to the resumptions 
vocally and negatively. One resident in Nudgee Beach whose property 
bordered the floodway told the Department of Administrative Services 
that the matter had ‘caused me emotional stress, insomnia, and disturbed 
my peace of mind, necessitating doctor’s advice’.108 Almost fifty years later 
my informal discussions with former residents of Cribb Island elicited 
extremely unpleasant sentiments regarding the matter. Nonetheless, the 
redevelopment went ahead. Conceptual designs reflected an attempt to 
harmonise the scheme with the airport extensions, with varying schematics 

104	 ‘Eagle Farm Our Airport Till 2000’, Courier Mail, 1 July 1970, BCCA, BCA0864; William 
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anticipating the floodway’s width to be equal to, or even wider than that 
of the estuarine section of the Brisbane River at Lytton Reach. Ultimately, 
Concept Q’s implementation only hastened the inevitable end of the 
floundering scheme.109

The Urbanisation of the Serpentine 
Floodplain
The construction of the Kedron Brook Floodway reflects the high technocratic 
period (1980–present), which is characterised by the privatisation of 
Brisbane Airport, the city’s ongoing urban growth, the ‘millennium drought’ 
and post-drought flooding events. Now the burden of the Commonwealth, 
the floodplain was infilled with eight million cubic metres of sand dredged 
from Moreton Bay. In 1980, the remaining occupied properties at Cribb 
Island and Lower Nudgee were vacated to expedite floodway construction. 
Landers Pocket Drain and Schulz Canal were partially reconfigured, 
diverting Kedron Brook to the western perimeter of the airport, far from 
its original course.110 There are no aerial surveys of the construction process, 
but photographs reveal that by October 1980 excavation had progressed 
considerably.111 The narrow transitional section of the floodway outside of 
Northgate and Nundah was completed and the mouth into Moreton Bay 
had been widened. Spoil was deposited at Cribb Island to infill previously 
boggy swampland.112 Qimagery (Figure 5) shows that by March 1981 the 
floodway’s construction was complete. Drains in the immediate suburbs 
became conduits for discharging groundwater and rainfall-induced surface 
runoff directly into the floodway.113 The environment was reconfigured to 
entice aircraft-friendly birdlife to reside in the area.114 By 1996 the floodway 
required further dredging due to siltation.115 Challenges of this nature 
present the fulfilment of the economic maturation stage of Falkenmark and 
Lindh’s model—control inevitably becomes a cyclical process of reinvesting 
money to mitigate new and emerging problems.

109	 ‘$60 Mil. Plan for Airport’, Courier Mail, 17 December 1971, BCCA, BCA2162; John Cole, 
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Works Plan 1 Floodway Spoil Rehandling (Cribb Island) – Soils Investigation– Consult: A. McConnell.
113	 Arakel and Ridley, ‘Origin and Geochemical Evolution’, 262.
114	 Davies, ‘Waterways’, 167.
115	 Standing Committee on Public Works, General Report, Issue 59 (Canberra: Government Printing 
Service, 1996), 25.
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Figure 5: Extract of 1981 aerial survey of completed floodway.
Source: Photograph of aerial survey, ‘Brisbane 1981, QAP3840, Frame 133, Run 12’, 8 May 
1981, Qimagery, Brisbane. © The State of Queensland.

During the 1990s and 2000s, Brisbane became Australia’s fastest growing 
city.116 Peter Spearitt unites successive airport development from the 1980s 
onwards with population growth and improved interest in Brisbane after the 
Commonwealth Games (1982) and World Expo (1988).117 Emma Felton 
argues that this affected a transitional period in which the ‘provinciality’ of 
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http://doi.org/10.4103/cs.cs_16_95
http://doi.org/10.5204/mcj.376
http://doi.org/10.5204/mcj.376
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8446.2009.00251.x


ANU Historical Journal II, Number 4

134

Brisbane waned, sentiments that Powell asserts started with the parochialism 
of the convict period, and that Hector Holthouse claims were continued 
by Brisbane’s postwar financial hardship.118 Urban renewal projects in the 
inner city pushed industry outward, and the urban footprint increased.119 
In 1997, as a part of the Howard government’s airport privatisation 
program, the Brisbane Airport was sold for $1.4 billion, markedly more 
than the approximately $100 million the Commonwealth had spent on the 
redevelopment.120 With the sale came the largest of surplus lands among 
the  capital city airports and, pursuant to the principles of the ‘airport 
city’, this land has been the subject of continual development.121 Robert 
Freestone’s research shows this phenomenon to be a familiar scene across 
Australia. Airports have extended beyond providing aviation services  to 
focusing on commercial real estate development from office buildings 
to shopping centres.122 Despite my familiarity with the logistics hub Export 
Park in the early 2000s and the opening of the Direct Factory Outlet 
shopping centre in 2005, the ongoing development could not have been 
more apparent to me upon revisiting Brisbane in 2018 after an extended 
absence. The river crossing at Eagle Farm and Murarrie provides a fleeting, 
albeit brilliant view of Brisbane in general. From here, a quick glance 
revealed just how developed the airport had become, and how industrialised 
the former airport site was. It conjured childhood memories of the 1990s 
when you could still see the disused runways from the Gateway Motorway 
at Eagle Farm and Hendra. Much of the new service and parking facilities 
at the intersection of Moreton Drive and Nancy Bird Way are built on the 
flooded site represented in Figure 4. Immediately north-north-east of this 
area, on the infilled swampy flats behind Cribb Island and the Serpentine 
Creek anabranch, is the new parallel runway, completed in 2020 and costing 
$1.3 billion, a project that faced the same problems of 1942 with machinery 
bogging in the swampy ground.123
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Kedron Brook in the Twenty-First Century: 
Business as Usual
While Brisbane rapidly grew, Australia was afflicted by the ‘millennium 
drought’, which ended as El Niño transitioned into La Niña in the late 
2000s, culminating in heavy rain events in 2009.124 Despite the 1970 claim 
by council that the floodway would reduce flooding, in 2009 I watched as 
a storm surge flooded an industrial complex in Raubers Road, Northgate, 
nearby Cannery Creek turned into a torrent and Schulz Canal overflowed 
outside the shopping centre in a manner almost identical to descriptions 
of the 1890 and 1948 floods.125 Central to Cook’s assessment of floods was 
the retention and transmission of local ‘flood memory’. Locals—including 
myself—know never to use the lower carpark at the shopping centre, as 
the canal would frequently overflow during heavy rainfall. In 2022, that 
local ‘flood memory’ was not only renewed but also intensified, as excess 
water from the canal breached the shopping centre with ferocity, causing 
unprecedented destruction.126 It was announced in April 2023 that the 
shopping centre was expected to be demolished.127 After almost 200 years 
of modification, mitigation and ongoing improvements, Kedron Brook had 
once again prevailed over those determined to constrain it.

Conclusion
Flooding impacts on urban settings, though often unique to their relevant 
geographical region and system, are a global problem. Studies of international 
and Australian systems reveal recurring themes of control, commercial 
interest over utilitarian floodplain development and environmental 
subjugation. Research into smaller, albeit equally disastrous, creek systems 
is limited, particularly in the Australian context, and, considering the 
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disasters of 2022–23, warrants further analyses. Since colonisation, the 
Kedron Brook system in Brisbane, often independent of riverine flooding, 
has progressively experienced worsening flooding across the increasingly 
urbanised Serpentine floodplain in the Eagle Farm and Nudgee areas. 
Commercial priorities, underpinned by government investments, are 
observable since the settlement of the Brisbane region. The system’s history, 
like those of international and domestic equivalents, reflects themes of land 
reclamation, flood mitigation, development, and recurring flooding that 
requires economic and technocratic intervention. However, these measures 
have been short lived, requiring cyclical investment and reinvestment 
that, as has been demonstrated, has not reduced flooding as intended, 
but exposed the ongoing vulnerability of urban environments in the face 
of such disasters.
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