
 

7 May 2019 

        MEDIA RELEASE 
 

BRIGHT HOPES FOR MID MURRAY DARK SKY BID 
 
One of South Australia’s most spectacular hidden attractions is one step away from becoming an 
international tourist destination, and it’s based right here in the Mid Murray Council district. 
 
When evening settles over the Murray River, Lakes and Coorong region, one of the darkest 
places on earth reveals its secret – a glittering celestial display that could soon be a major 
drawcard for stargazers from all over the world. 
 
An application will be lodged this month with the International Dark Sky Association to declare a 
River Murray Dark Sky Reserve over a 3,300 square kilometre area of farmland and protected 
bush. If successful the site, just 120km from Adelaide, will be only the second accredited 
International Dark Sky Reserve in Australia. 
 
Protected from urban light spill by the Mt Lofty Ranges, the reserve would offer astronomers 
views of more stars and a clearer image of the Milky Way than is possible in the Northern 
Hemisphere.  
 
Mid Murray Landcare SA Chairman Chris Tugwell is leading the charge for the accreditation and 
said a core site inside the proposed reserve at the 2000ha Swan Reach Conservation Park would 
give stargazers unparalleled views of the Southern Hemisphere’s night sky. 
 
“Inside the park it’s incredibly dark – our latest darkness testing there gave a reading of 21.99 on 
a scale of 0-22, where 22 is total darkness,” Mr Tugwell says. 
 
“The beauty of the park is that because it’s a protected area there’s no development there to 
create light pollution and it’s likely to remain undeveloped into the future, which makes it ideal 
for unspoilt views of the night sky.” 
 
An International Dark Sky Reserve can be on public or private land that possesses an exceptional 
or distinguished quality of starry nights and nocturnal environment that is specifically protected 
for its scientific, natural, educational, cultural, heritage and/or public enjoyment. There are only 
13 Dark Sky Reserves worldwide and only two in the Southern Hemisphere. Australia has one 
Dark Sky Park at Warrumbungle National Park in NSW. 
 
While the Swan Reach Conservation Park offers pristine viewing, it has no facilities for visitors so 
a second site within the reserve has been earmarked for events. The Meldanda campground near 
Cambrai has the comforts needed to host visiting astronomers while still offering ideal stargazing 
conditions, registering a remarkable 21.95 in recent darkness testing. 
 
The reserve has the support of the Mid Murray Council, which adopted a Light Management Plan 
in April. It will restrict the use of outdoor lighting and drive the retrofitting of public lights over 
the next decade to ensure they meet International Dark Sky Standards. 
 
In order to seek Dark Sky Accreditation, the Council has been working closely with Mid Murray 
Landcare SA and the project’s other supporters for the past three years including the 
Astronomical Society of SA and Conservation Volunteers Australia.  



 

 
Mid Murray Council Mayor Dave Burgess said an internationally recognised reserve 
would put the region in the global spotlight for both amateur and experienced astronomers. 
 
“Those of us who live here know the night sky in these parts is something truly special,” Mayor 
Burgess says. 
 
“To be able to look up and see not hundreds, but thousands of stars along with the breathtaking 
Milky Way is an extraordinary experience – especially as it sits above our Murray River. We want 
to be able to share this spectacular attraction with visitors from all over the world.” 
 
Where between 200-300 stars can be seen from a Southern Hemisphere suburban backyard, the 
River Murray Dark Sky Reserve would boast a night sky with up to 3000 stars. 
 
The area’s proximity to Adelaide would also make it one of the world’s most accessible Dark Sky 
sites. The Council hopes it would also put the region on the map for stargazing tourists. 
 
“We have the natural beauty of the Murray which is already a visitor drawcard, but Dark Sky 
accreditation would show that even after sundown our region is a place of incredible beauty,” 
Mayor Burgess says. 
 
Mid Murray Landcare lodged an interim application for the River Murray Dark Sky Reserve back 
in 2017. It will submit its final application by the International Dark Sky Association deadline of 
May 27. 
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IMAGE CREDIT: A star trail captured at Swan Reach Conservation Park by River Murray Dark Sky 
Reserve Committee Member Andrew Cool. 
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