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Introduction  

Leak detection is rapidly becoming a must have management tool for livestock producers in the 
Coorong/Tatiara area. The technology saw it’s genesis in the early 2000’s with a project instigated 
and funded by the Coorong Local Action Plan. This prototype system was extremely effective at 
identifying water leaks that producers were not aware of, even if they were checking their meters. 

This technology continues to be fine tuned and has been primarily installed on to SA Water mains 
meters. The challenge often is physically finding the leak after you have identified that you have one. 
Developing a system which is essentially a flow meter that can also be shifted around to different 
sections of the pipeline network is one way of overcoming this issue. This can isolate the section of 
pipeline where the leak is thought to be occurring. 

 

Technology Description and Application 

The technology works by receiving a “pulse” from the flow meter every time it registers 1 litre of 
water (the pulse rate varies depending on the type of meter). The telemetry unit will then record the 
“pulses” and will send the data via a Next G connection at a scheduled interval (usually every 2 
hours) to a ftp site. From there the data is processed to be put into a graphical format and alerts are 
sent via SMS & email to the farmer if the pre-set flow tolerances are breeched. A typical Leak 
Detection unit is shown in Figure 2 below. The telemetry unit which contains the Next G SIM card is 
inside the small grey box on the back of the solar panel. 

  

Shane Oster – Alpha Group 

 

Figure 1 

Shane Oster demonstrating 
the Leak Detection Unit to 
farmers at the Coomandook 
Water Security Tour 

Figure 3   

Left: an example of a 
SMS text send from a 
Leak Detection Unit 
with a salinity water 
testing function 

Figure 2  Above: a typical Leak Detection Unit is shown above. The telemetry unit which 
contains the Next G SIM card is inside the small grey box on the back of the solar panel 
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The basis of a leak detection system lies in understanding what are ‘normal’ water usage patterns 
and identifying when they change. For example, from examining the data we know that stock 
typically won’t drink between the hours of midnight and 6am. As such the water usage over this 
period should be zero or close to zero litres/hour. If the minimum usage at this period is 200 
litres/hour we can assume that there is a 200 litres/hour leak. Every morning a farmer will receive a 
text message informing them exactly how much water they have used over the previous 24 hours 
and what the minimum flow has been. 

 

Figure 4     Above is an example of a “Normal” water usage graph with a minor 35 L/hr leak 
 

Below is an example of how major leaks often appear. A leak of less than 100 litres per hour is very 
hard to find in a sandy paddock. Commonly leaks like this will occur for a period of time before a 
split pipe really opens up. Figure 5 below shows a leak event of 105 litres per hour jump to 380 litres 
per hour effectively overnight. Even at that usage rate is still took 10 days before the leak was able 
to be found and repaired, which is a common challenge in the deep sandy soils in the Coorong 
Tatiara District.  

 

Figure 5      Shows a leak event of 105 litres per hour jump to 380 litres per hour effectively overnight.                     
This is how a major leak often appears in graphical form.  

Night time usage of 35 L/hr 
– Indicates a leak 
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Alarms are also set on the Leak Detection system to alert for high usage events. The graph below 
illustrates how “normal” usage can double in a day with the advent of a leakage event. 

 

Figure 6      The graph below illustrates how “normal” usage can double in a day                                                                                                       
with the advent of a leakage event. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The integration of technology such as leak detection units have benefits which reach across the 
whole business. At its most fundamental level it is a tool for saving water but once implemented into 
a business it performs other functions such as water security, efficient labour utilisation and 
provides mental health benefits. Growers with diagnosed mental health issues have identified a Leak 
Detection Unit as being a critical tool for them, ensuring that the stress of losing thousands of dollars 
from a water leak or livestock losses (due to no water) doesn’t weigh so heavily on their minds. 

 

This project is evidence that information is addictive. It is often said that “if you can’t measure it, you 
can’t manage it”. This project has identified that once water use is accurately measured it is no 
longer acceptable for producers to just use a Leak Detection Unit to eliminate the advent of major 
leak events. They now also want to identify and stop minor leaks as early as possible.  

 

 

 

 

Usage jumped significantly 
overnight from a leak event 
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Conclusion continued              

 

Essentially every 1000 litres of water saved is extra profit to improve a producer’s bottom line, with 
the current SA Water mains price currently at $3.41 per kilolitre. Although livestock prices are 
currently high, the cost of production is still rising. It is critical to keep track of dead losses (such as 
wasted water), so that when the price inevitably fluctuates it won’t mean negative gross margins.  

 

The opportunities in agriculture to reduce costs that won’t impact on productivity are limited. For 
example a grower could cut costs by reducing fertiliser applications but this will have a negative 
effect on productivity.  

 

There is no negative trade-off for eliminating wastage from water leaks. In a drying climate it is 
critical that the water resources are used to produce optimum outcomes for all members of the 

community, not just the individual growers paying the bills. 

 

 

 

For further information please contact:  

  Shane Oster 
E: shane@thealphagroup.com.au 
M: 0419 400461 
https://www.thealphagroup.com.au/ 

This project is supported by the National 
Landcare Program - Smart Farms Program, 
an Australian Government Initiative 

 

 
 

Figure 7 

Shane Oster discussing the 
changes in Leak Detection 
and Flow Meter technology 
over time, and the 
additional services that can 
be added to telemetery eg. 
water quality testing, 
weather stations, rainwater 
gauges, and soil probes 

 

https://www.thealphagroup.com.au/

