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Introduction

The Concerned Waterways Alliance (CWA) is a network of grassroots organisations,
waterway advocates, scientists, and community members from across southern Victoria
committed to protecting and restoring the health of Victoria’s rivers, creeks, wetlands, and
groundwater systems.

Our rivers and waterways have suffered from a long history of degradation since
colonisation, largely through over-extraction of water, pollution and catchment
mismanagement. They have already experienced reduced inflows in recent years, and now
face the existential threat of climate change which jeopardises their very survival.

In recent years, the Victorian government has made a significant shift towards recognising
waterways and their surrounding land as ‘living, integrated, natural and cultural entities’,
and has committed to exploring ways of enshrining this concept in law, with Traditional
Owners as the recognised ‘voice’ of the living entity.! This great initiative, which is strongly
supported by CWA, reflects modern ecological and cultural thinking and emphasises the

1 water-is-life-traditional-owner-access-to-water-roadmap-section-a-victorian-government-policy.pdf
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importance of interconnection in the many ways it applies to waterways — for example,
between rivers and floodplains, surface water and groundwater, from source to sea.

Consistent with this shift, EPA Victoria guidance? explicitly recognises harm from urban
stormwater flows (not just pollutants), highlights the creation of impervious surfaces as a
primary driver of damage to high-ecological -value waterways and bays wherever
urbanisation is accelerating, and sets general objectives to guide risk assessment and harm
minimisation. The guidance directs councils and proponents to prevent harm at the source
by keeping water in the landscape—capturing, slowing and re-using runoff—so urban flow
regimes better approximate natural conditions and reduce “blasting” peak flows into creeks,
wetlands and estuaries.

But making the concept of waterways as living entities a reality will require much more than
changes to the Water Act and improved stormwater management. It will need significant
shifts in how we approach waterway management, water supply, and broader planning and
infrastructure development. All of this will require government leadership and finance, and
we are making this budget submission to outline necessary steps to give substance to the
government’s ambition.

Our recommendations are guided by the following principles:

@® Making the living entity a reality - giving substance to the government's ambition of
treating waterways as living entities.

@® Meeting commitments made in the Central and Gippsland Region Sustainable Water
Strategy to return environmental flows to the rivers of southern Victoria. These
flows will give life to the living entity concept and build resilience to climate change.

@® Building climate resilience and enabling adaptation — waterways can function both as
climate refuges and enable adaptation to more extreme conditions, for example by
allowing rivers and floodplains to store floodwater and reduce the impact of floods.

@® Managing risks - inaction now could lead to catastrophic changes and ever more
expensive future outlays. The National Climate Risk Assessment states ‘Every region
faces serious future water security challenges, with natural environments expected
to endure the most severe impacts. Effective water management is one of few
adaptation measures to mitigate ecosystem function risk’.2 This risk is recognised in
the government’s Water Security Plan for Melbourne, Geelong and Connected
Towns, but so far little funding has been allocated to mitigate the risk and actually
build climate independent sources of water.

2 EPA Victoria Urban Stormwater management Guidance (Publication 1739.1)

3 australias-national-climate-risk-assessment-an-overview-2025.pdf p52
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@® Implementing the principle of user pays — all beneficiaries should contribute to the
cost of interventions, and new entitlements should be priced to recognise
environmental externalities.

@® Preventing damage at source is more cost effective than cleaning up downstream.
For example, controlling fertilizer runoff or planting riparian vegetation can help
prevent damaging algal blooms; likewise, managing stormwater flows at source
(retention, infiltration, reuse) prevents downstream erosion and ecological harm, in
line with EPA guidance

@ This submission identifies areas where investment is needed and potential sources,
not the quantum of investment. Importantly, many of the highest-leverage measures
require only minor regulatory adjustments—for example, targeted planning scheme
amendments to embed stormwater flow objectives in the Victoria Planning
Provisions and PSP schedules—which impose minimal direct cost to the State budget
while catalysing private-sector.

Note: Planning Scheme and Living Entities

The work on protecting waterways, urban and peri-urban, has been a signature policy of the
Allan and Andrew’s government, which has developed into a recognition of waterways as
living entities. The budget ought to provide for the extension of the protections provided to
the Yarra Birrarung to the Waterways of the West and the Barwon as promised in their
Action Plans. The planning protections now offered to selected urban waterways as a result
of 2022 election commitments require extension to waterways to the east of Melbourne,
such as Dandenong Creek which was overlooked in those promises. The waterways team
within the Department of Transport needs to be retained and expanded with additional
funding.

Waterways are the lifeblood of a city’s natural environment, and Melbourne’s great
parklands are connected to its waterways. Waterways allow connectivity for wildlife and for
recreation, with connected paths and migration opportunities. Nature has rights and people
have a right to connect to nature in their own neighbourhood and waterways offer the best
opportunity for this. Strengthening planning scheme protections for waterways represents a
highly cost-effective way of safeguarding the future of nature in the city and remains
necessary to fulfil the intent of election commitments dating back to 2014.

There should also be continued ongoing funding for the living entity work that has been
signature of the Labor Party in the state parliament. This has been innovative work in
environmental protection and is consistent with and reflective of Labor’s commitment to
Treaty. Again, this is a cost-effective approach to environmental protection. Failure to
continue funding these programs would undermine and potentially stall the substantial
progress already made.
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1. Environmental contribution levy

The Environmental Contribution Levy (ECL) raised on water corporations is the only
dedicated source of funding for available to the Victorian Government for water
management. The ECL was established in the Water Industry Act 1994, which states that the
contribution



‘is collected for the purposes of funding initiatives that seek to— (a) promote the
sustainable management of water; or (b) address adverse water-related environmental
impacts.” #

Over its 20+ years of operation, the ECL has funded many water initiatives, from irrigation
modernisation projects and sustainable water strategies to the establishment and
operations of the Victorian Environmental Water Holder and river restoration projects. The
current Tranche (EC6) began in 2024 and is expected to raise $706 million over 4 years.”

A dedicated source of funding has both positive and negative aspects. A strong positive is
the dedicated purpose — the funding MUST be spent on the legislated objectives of the levy
and provides at least a basic level of funding to address the issues. The negative is that
because a dedicated source of funding exists, the Government is unwilling to add to it from
other sources. For example, (with one minor exception) the entire DEECA output ‘Effective
Water Management and Supply’ in the 2024 State Budget is to be funded by the ECL, with
$653.1 million allocated over a 4-year period.® The 2025 State Budget added a meagre
$3.8million of Victorian funds for ‘Protecting Victoria’s water security’ with a 50GL order
from the desalination plant. All other new initiatives announced in 2025 are funded by the
Commonwealth.’

The review of EC5, which ended in 2024, concluded that in general the fund was effective in
meeting its objectives and well-managed.® However the review repeatedly refers to the
danger of the ECL being used to fund business as usual government programs. For example,
EC5 committed $26.6 million to the important job of monitoring surface water and
groundwater. While research and improvements to monitoring programs could be
considered within the realm of the EC, the ongoing basic monitoring activities are absolutely
core, on-going government business as usual. The evaluation report notes that:

‘Ongoing surface water and groundwater monitoring and modelling projects continued to
build the foundational knowledge base of continuous and comprehensive water monitoring
data and information which is used for planning and decision-making across the Victorian
water sector. Many of the other EC5 projects noted the use of the EC to fund business-as-
usual works that was critical to the project teams achieving their standard objectives and
ongoing obligations. Overall, 81% of the projects reported having a degree of ongoing work
(which started prior to EC5 and/or will continue post EC5). Along with benefits of EC funding
supporting a range of short and long-term projects, several emerging risks associated with
the EC increasingly funding ongoing, business-as-usual activities were noted’. (p23)

4 Water Industry Act 1994 s 194

> Environmental contributions

6 2024-25 Service Delivery p27-29

7 2025-26 Service Delivery p30-31

8 EC5-EoT-Evaluation-Report Final Jacobs (1).pdf
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Another concern is the use of the ECL to fund projects that are marginal to the purposes of
the levy. For example, projects under EC5 to develop water markets, develop the Water
Register and fund flood warning systems (Flood Zoom) are only marginally related to
sustainable water management, while the use of funds for recreational and amenity
projects, while important, does not contribute to addressing ‘adverse, water related
environmental impacts.’

The ECL is a very limited pool of funds in the face of the extent of degradation of rivers,
wetlands, floodplains and estuaries across the state. While climate change is having an
obvious impact (discussed elsewhere in this submission) much of the degradation is pre-
existing and due to over extraction of water, pollution and catchment misuse. These are the
problems the ECL was intended to address and should remain its focus, with a refreshed
program to address the damage, covering issues such as a new riparian action plan,
constraints management and wetland restoration. Dealing with these problems will
contribute to future resilience to climate change. Increasing the levy on water corporations
would provide a welcome boost to the pool of funds, which should be supplemented by
other appropriations from the state and Commonwealth.

In the light of the above, CWA recommends:

@® EC6 should fund actions arising out of the forthcoming Victorian Waterway
Management Strategy to protect and restore waterway health as a fundamental
tenet of both the ECL and the strategy.

@® The next Tranche, EC7, should increase the levy so that all water corporations pay at
least 5% of their revenue, preferably 7%. The current differential where rural water
corporations only pay 2% is inequitable and unjustified.

@® The ECL should fund fresh initiatives to ‘address adverse water related impacts’, not
government business as usual or amenity/recreational projects. New projects could
include a new riparian action plan, constraints management and a focus on high
valued, unregulated streams, in addition to some of the smaller projects suggested
in s4 of this submission. Actions like these will give reality to the concept of rivers as
living entities.

@® The Victorian government should increase the pool of funding to address adverse
water related impacts by making further direct appropriations and seeking further
funding from the Commonwealth beyond existing (largely MDB) focussed
arrangements.

@® The Victorian Environmental Water Holder should receive adequate funds to
manage any new environmental entitlements arising out of the actions of the
Central and Gippsland Region Sustainable Water Strategy, and the future Northern
and Western Region SWSs.



2. Delivering Promised Environmental Entitlements: Review of
Bulk Entitlements and caps on extraction

Returning water to rivers and meeting CGRSWS commitments to environmental
entitlements is essential to enabling the living entity concept and core business for CWA.
Since all the major rivers of the region are fully allocated, the only way these can be
delivered is by reducing bulk entitlements.

The majority of Bulk Water Entitlements (BEs) were established in the 1980s and 90s during
period of high rainfall and do not reflect the current reality of reduced inflows nor account
for climate change. They were created before the concept of an environmental water
reserve was established, with no consideration given to environmental needs of the
streams. Passing flows were only inserted in the early 2000s as a minimum requirement for
stream health. Most of the environmental entitlements created since the Central Region
SWS of 2005 has relied on water savings from irrigation modernization (for example in the
Macalister) or the allocation of previously unused water (for example in the Latrobe) with
only the Yarra and the Thomson benefitting from changes to Melbourne Water’s BEs as new
sources of water came online.

The CGRSWS outlines the environmental deficits for the rivers of the region, develops a
process where river water will gradually be replaced by manufactured water over time and
commits to creating a number of new environmental entitlements in the next 10 years. This
will require a reduction of existing bulk entitlements held by water corporations.

As part of this process, a review of bulk entitlements is required to reflect the reality of
climate change and modern understanding of ecological and Traditional Owners cultural
needs.’ The underlying methodology and data on which they and other limits on extraction
(permissible consumptive volumes etc) are based is in urgent need of an update and some
scientific rigour, to include the concept of an environmentally sustainable level of take.

Many BEs are currently underutilized so capping at current level of use will not benefit
rivers. For example, the coal mine entitlements from the Latrobe River were generally
underutilised, so re-issuing the entitlements for mine rehabilitation at the same volume wiill
not provide increased flows for the Latrobe (and ultimately the Gippsland Lakes). In fact,
such action may result in increased take if the new entitlements are fully utilised.

The burgeoning northwestern and western growth areas of Melbourne and the associated
satellite townships are reliant on very limited and tenuous local systems and depleted
groundwater sources that give poor-quality water supply. There is an urgent need to invest
in establishment of alternative supply links from the Grid to areas such as the Macedon,

9 Concerned Waterways Alliance (2025) What is a waterway? A report on legal and policy issues Launch —
What is a Waterway? by Dr Bruce Lindsay | Concerned Waterways Alliance
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Romsey, Lancefield and Melton growth corridors to provide a more secure, drought proof
water supply.

A key limiting factor in expanding the Melbourne Water Grid has been the inability for both
Melbourne Water and Greater Western Water to invest in long overdue system upgrades to
supply secure, good quality water that is drought proof. This is in part due to Government
demands on water corporations through capital repatriation and increased dividend
demands, plus constraints imposed by the ESC.

Reusing local highly treated water for potable water is cheaper than having to pump water
up hill to satellite towns with elevations up to 495m. While Greater Western Water is
responsible for supplying water for the rapidly growing populations in the Northwest and
West of Melbourne, they cannot be expected to finance all the upgrading of antiquated
infrastructure necessary to enable decommissioning of outdated stream diversion weirs and
over extraction form local groundwater systems

Recommendations

1. Conduct a science-based review of bulk entitlements to reflect the reality of climate
change and modern understanding of ecological and Traditional Owners cultural
needs.

2. Reduce the financial demands made on both MWC and GWW to enable funding of
water grid expansion in the Northwest and West growth areas. This will require
adjustments in dividends, capital repatriation and ESC limitations on rate increases.

3. Urgently upgrade the wholesale water supply Grid to the Upper Maribyrnong system
to allow bulk transfer of larger volumes of potable water to all the town
basins/header tanks.

4. Accelerate investment in wastewater treatment plant upgrades so water can be
reused locally for potable water offsets and or improved quality for river flow.

3. Water pricing — reforming water tariffs to protect households,
encourage conservation and ensure industry pays its fair share

The CWA recommends that the Victorian Government introduce a staged program of tariff
reform across all Victorian water authorities to ensure residential water remains affordable,
strengthen conservation incentives, and align charges with the fundamental role of water
authorities as public utilities rather than commercial entities.

a. Protect the lowest tier of residential water use



We ask the Government to require all water authorities (not just those who currently
employ tiered pricing) to insulate the lowest tier of residential water use (representing
essential indoor consumption) from cost increases associated with climate-independent
water sources, including desalination and recycled water. This action is essential to uphold
Victorians’ fundamental right to access clean and affordable drinking water.

Cost-of-living pressures are acute. Water corporations report rising numbers of households
seeking financial assistance, more customers on payment plans, and thousands of families
experiencing water-pressure restrictions due to non-payment. Shielding the essential first
tier from price increases is a critical equity measure.

b. Reduce fixed charges and shift costs to usage-based pricing

We request Budget direction to reduce fixed service charges and correspondingly increase
the role of volumetric pricing for residential customers. High fixed charges limit households’
ability to reduce bills through conservation and disproportionally affect low-income
households.

Any tariff reform must protect renters who pay only the volumetric portion of bills by
ensuring inclining block tariffs (IBTs) remain progressive, with essential use priced affordably
and higher-use tiers applying stronger conservation signals.

c. Mandate higher charges for commercial and industrial water users

The Budget should direct water authorities and the Essential Services Commission to
mandate higher volumetric charges for commercial and industrial users than for residential
customers. This is justified on equity, efficiency, and environmental grounds:

Water is a basic human right, and the role of water authorities is to operate as public
utilities, not commercial wholesalers. Residential access should not be cross-subsidising
major industries drawing on drinking-water supplies.

Commercial and industrial water use is a tax-deductible business expense, meaning
businesses receive a financial offset unavailable to households. As such, they are better
placed than households to absorb increasing costs associated with climate-independent
water sources.

Current tariff structures privilege industry. As documented in the CWA’s analysis of water



use by data centres in Melbourne’s west!?, major industrial users currently pay lower per-
megalitre charges than residential customers. This is inequitable, and undermines
conservation incentives exactly when water scarcity in southern Victoria is intensifying.

Recommendations:

¢ A mandated minimum price differential, ensuring commercial/industrial tariffs exceed
residential tariffs for the same water product;

e Industrial surcharge tiers for very high-volume users; and

* Revenue streams from these higher tariffs are directed to offsetting essential residential
bills and funding the expansion of climate-independent water sources, such as construction
of recycled water schemes, stormwater harvesting infrastructure and water conservation
programs.

Redirecting tariff structures in this way aligns with the Government’s obligations under
Water for Victoria, the new Water Security Plan, and the principles of equitable access to
drinking water.

4. Climate resilience

Some of the smaller initiatives could be priorities for funding through the ECL, while the
larger initiatives (WSUD, IWM, upgrading treatment plants) will need additional funds.

a. Boost funding for VEWH to manage new environmental entitlements

Issue: Victoria’s rivers are under increasing stress from climate change and over-extraction.
Streamflows in some catchments are projected to drop by around 50% by 2065%*. For
example, the Moorabool River has already suffered dramatically reduced inflows due to
climate change and overuse®?. In response, the Central & Gippsland Region Sustainable
Water Strategy (CGRSWS)3 committed a new 3,700 ML/year environmental water
entitlement (shared between the environment and Wadawurrung) to help stem the river’s

10 Data Centres and Drinking Water: Why the Victorian Government Must Act Now | Concerned Waterways
Alliance

11 pepartment of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP). (2022). Water Cycle Climate Change
Adaptation Action Plan 2022-2026. State of Victoria. ISBN 978-1-76105-874-5. Retrieved from
https://www.climatechange.vic.gov.au/ data/assets/pdf file/0025/558421/WaterCycleAdaptationActionPla
n.pdf

12 People for a Living Moorabool. (2022, December 1). Submission #46 — People for a Living Moorabool:
Barwon Water 2023 Price Submission [PDF]. Essential Services Commission. Retrieved from
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/Submission%20%2346%20-
%20People%20for%20a%20Living%20Moorabool.pdf#:~:text=CGRSWS, future%20for%20the%20Moorabool%2
ORiver

13 Central and Gippsland Region Sustainable Water Strategy 2022
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decline. These new environmental flows, and others like it, are critical to buffer ecosystems
against a drier climate.

Funding Gap: The Victorian Environmental Water Holder (VEWH) is the statutory body
tasked with holding and delivering water for the environment. While VEWH has performed
effectively achieving 91% of planned watering actions in 20244 climate change is widening
the deficit between environmental water supply and ecological demand?®>. The VEWH’s
current funding (largely via the Environmental Contribution levy) must grow to cover the
planning, delivery and monitoring of additional water allocations now being created for
stressed rivers. The organisation is taking steps to increase available funds such as selling its
air space in reservoirs, but there is limited scope for covering future costs as more (much
needed) environmental allocations become available through the actions of the CGRSWS. In
practice, this means investing in VEWH’s operational capacity (e.g. staff, delivery
arrangements, monitoring programs) so that new entitlements translate into real
environmental outcomes on the ground. Robust management is essential as lower flows
and warmer temperatures mean every drop must be used optimally to avoid fish kills, poor
water quality and ecological decline.

Proposal: Increase core funding to VEWH to cover the management of new and existing
environmental water allocations under increasing climate-stressed conditions. This
investment would be modest relative to the value of the water and ecosystems protected.
The cost-benefit is highly favourable: proactive environmental flows help maintain water
guality and riparian vegetation, avoiding far higher costs from deteriorating river health and
increased need for water purification. By funding VEWH to fully deliver the CGRSWS
commitments, the government safeguards the significant water recovery investments
already made and aligns with strategies like Water for Victoria and the upcoming Victorian
Waterway Management Strategy. Ensuring healthy rivers also supports recreational, cultural
and economic values (e.g. tourism, Traditional Owner outcomes) at relatively low cost.

b. Increase funding for fish barrier remediation (fishways & barrier removal)

Issue: Aquatic fauna require connected river corridors and waterways, key features of living
entities. However, thousands of weirs, road crossings and farm dams fragment our
waterways. Climate change is compounding this problem as even small structures become
increasingly insurmountable barriers to fish migration and platypus movement when river
flows are low. What was a minor riffle or culvert under past flow regimes can now block
aquatic species for extended periods. This severely impacts life cycles (e.g. spawning

14 pepartment of Energy, Environment and Climate Action (DEECA). (2024). 2025-26 Budget Estimates
Questionnaire (Updated). Victorian Parliament, Public Accounts and Estimates Committee. Retrieved from
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/4ab257/contentassets/b7df65529fe5428081e5a433fd53ab09/deeca-
2025-26-budget-estimates-questionnaire-updated.pdf

15 Victorian Environmental Water Holder (VEWH). (2022). Annual Report 2021-22. Victorian Environmental
Water Holder, Melbourne. Retrieved from

https://www.vewh.vic.gov.au/ data/assets/pdf file/0024/714174/VEWH-Annual-Report-2021-22.pdf
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migrations) and genetic exchange in fish populations, particularly for eels. Melbourne
Water’s Healthy Waterways Strategy'® mid-term reviews have highlighted that fish passage
is one of the most urgent interventions, noting that long-term survival of native fish relies
on their ability to move freely, which is now further impacted by climate-driven low flows.

Benefits: Investing in fishways and barrier removal yields immediate and measurable
ecological gains. For example, installing a fishway at the Heads Road Weir on the Lang Lang
River will open up over 204 km of habitat to at least six native fish species (including the
vulnerable Australian Grayling)!’. This single project under MW’s Healthy Waterways
Strategy is expected to vastly improve breeding success and population resilience for
multiple species at risk. Cost-benefit analysis strongly favours such works - while a fishway
or weir removal can cost in the order of $0.5—2 million (depending on scale), the ecological
return is enormous (hundreds of kilometres of stream reopened, improved recreational
fisheries, ecosystem health, etc.). Moreover, better fish passage makes past investments in
environmental flows more effective (fish can actually reach refuge habitats upstream etc).
The mid-term review found that fishway projects deliver the most immediate benefit for
native fish under climate stress, underscoring that this is a high-impact use of funds.

Proposal: establish a dedicated Fish Passage Remediation fund. This would accelerate
works on high-priority barriers identified by catchment management authorities (e.g. large
structures in the Yarra and Werribee catchments where planning is already underway). The
funding would cover design and construction of fishways or barrier removals, as well as pre-
and post-monitoring to verify outcomes. Notably, climate-resilient design criteria will be
applied (ensuring fishways operate across a wider range of low flows). This investment
aligns with existing strategies: the Healthy Waterways Strategy (which calls for restoring
connectivity targets), the CGRSWS (which includes actions on reducing barriers, e.g. the
Lower Werribee Diversion Weir fishway), and Water for Victoria’s goal of improving
waterway health. In addition to ecological benefits, there are socio-economic positives,
healthier fisheries (supporting recreation and tourism), and reduced risk of invasive species
proliferating in isolated pools. In summary, increasing funding for fish barrier remediation is
a climate adaptation that yields resilient aquatic ecosystems and long-term economic
benefits far exceeding the upfront cost.

16 Melbourne Water, Healthy Waterways Strategy Annual Summary 2023 — Untangling snags to fish migration
is slow and steady, accessed October 29, 2025, https://healthywaterways.com.au/annual-
summaries/2023#:~:text=This%20is%20important%20because%20the,most%20immediate%20benefit%20for
%20fish

17 Melbourne Water, Healthy Waterways Strategy Annual Summary 2023 — Untangling snags to fish migration
is slow and steady, accessed October 29, 2025, https://healthywaterways.com.au/annual-
summaries/2023#:~:text=This%20is%20important%20because%20the,most%20immediate%20benefit%20for
%20fish
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c. Fund Water Sensitive Urban Design (WSUD) & Integrated Water
Management (IWM) to manage extreme rainfall

Issue: Climate change is causing less frequent but more intense rainfall events, straining
urban water infrastructure and waterways. Long dry spells make soils impervious, then
cloudburst storms generate massive runoff leading to flash flooding, stream bank erosion,
pollutant wash-off, and sewer overflows'®. Urban stormwater is a major pollutant and
disturbance source for creeks (nutrients, litter, heavy metals) and high peak flows can
literally “blast” urban streams, causing irreversible degradation. To protect both
communities and waterways, future cities must capture, slow and reuse stormwater on-site.
Water Sensitive Urban Design (WSUD) and Integrated Water Management (IWM) are the
known solutions: permeable surfaces, raingardens, wetlands, stormwater harvesting, green
infrastructure, etc. These approaches keep water in the landscape during downpours,
reducing flood peaks and filtering water'®. They also provide a beneficial water supply for
dry periods (e.g. irrigation of parks from stormwater tanks). Importantly, EPA Victoria’s
Urban stormwater management guidance?® explicitly recognises harm from stormwater
flows (not just pollutants) and frames flow-reduction objectives; an approach equally
relevant to high-ecological-value waterways outside Greater Melbourne such as the
Ramsar-listed Gippsland Lakes.

Current Gap: Victoria has strong policy foundations (e.g. planning provisions now require
stormwater management in new developments, and IWM forums have set regional
stormwater harvesting targets?!). However, implementation is lagging due to funding
constraints and technical challenges, with stormwater harvesting and infiltration targets
significantly off-track in most catchments and projects delayed by rising costs, complex
institutional arrangements, and lack of clear funding model?2. Modelling predicts that
without faster action, urban runoff will cause declines in stream health (e.g.
macroinvertebrate populations) across at least 12 sub-catchments. In short, we risk “locking
in” future flood damage and ecological decline if WSUD implementation fails to accelerate.

While the CWA acknowledges efforts to address this gap by providing IWM dedicated staff
within CMAs and Councils, the need is outstripping capacity. Recent VPA lead PSP processes
have seen IWM initiatives traded away to secure increased Net Developable Areas for

18 pepartment of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP). (2022). Water Cycle Climate Change
Adaptation Action Plan 2022-2026. State of Victoria. ISBN 978-1-76105-874-5. Retrieved from
https://www.climatechange.vic.gov.au/ data/assets/pdf file/0025/558421/WaterCycleAdaptationActionPla
n.pdf

19 City of Melbourne. Water Sensitive Urban Design and Flood Management. Retrieved from
https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/water-sensitive-urban-design-flood-management

20 EPA publication 1739.1

21 yiictorian Government, Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP). Water for Victoria.
Retrieved from https://www.water.vic.gov.au/about-us/water-for-victoria

22 MW Healthy Waterways Strategy review, op cit
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developers. If IWM actions are to succeed under heightened housing development in
Victoria they must be adequately resourced.

Additionally, flow-reduction targets for Greater Melbourne,?3 have not yet been embedded
statewide; DEECA notes they are still being considered for inclusion in the Victoria Planning
Provisions. As a result, high-ecological-value waterways outside Melbourne lack clear,
enforceable flow objectives in planning and approvals, despite statewide environmental
values being identified in the Environment Reference Standard.?*

Proposal: Provide a dedicated boost to stormwater management funding, aimed at co-
investment in high-priority WSUD and IWM projects leveraging contributions from
developer, local governments and water corporations. The funding would support:

® Retrofit projects (e.g. adding raingardens, biofilters and detention basins in
established suburbs to reduce peak flows to creeks).

® Representation at new development programs (ensuring advocacy for IWM actions
are given greater opportunity for impact in greenfield developments).

® Stormwater harvesting schemes to supply sports grounds, urban amenity, industry
or environmental flows (turning a flood liability into a useful resource).

® Statewide extension and embedding of EPA “stormwater flow” standards—
prioritising high-ecological-value waterways beyond Melbourne—by adopting place-
based flow objectives (e.g., % reduction in mean annual impervious runoff)
referenced to ERS water segments, and incorporating these into the Victoria
Planning Provisions and PSPs so they apply in both greenfield and infill contexts.

The benefit-cost analysis for such investments is compelling. For example, Melbourne Water
estimated that every dollar invested in stormwater quality improvement yields multiple
dollars in avoided water treatment and ecological damage costs. Likewise, distributed flood
retention can greatly reduce costly flood damages to property. A City of Melbourne case
study indicates that WSUD assets that hold water in the landscape can reduce flood peaks
and thus flood damages significantly?®. Additionally, greener urban spaces improve amenity
and cool the city (heat mitigation), providing health and energy savings that traditional
drainage cannot. This proposal aligns with Water for Victoria Action 5.5 (now business-as-
usual), which extended stormwater requirements and developed guidance for councils?®. It

2 https://www.water.vic.gov.au/water-sources/diverse-water-sources/improving-stormwater-management
24 Environment Reference Standard — waters segments [Dataset].
https://discover.data.vic.gov.au/dataset/environment-reference-standard-waters-segments

2 City of Melbourne. Water Sensitive Urban Design and Flood Management. Retrieved from
https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/water-sensitive-urban-design-flood-management

26 yiictorian Government, Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP). Water for Victoria
— Integrated Water Management at the Catchment Scale. Retrieved from
https://www.water.vic.gov.au/about-us/water-for-victoria
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also supports the Water Cycle Adaptation Action Plan 2022-2026, which identifies
leveraging stormwater as a key adaptation opportunity; updating the planning system to
include stronger runoff-volume requirements is also flagged in the Healthy Waterways
Strategy materials?’. In summary, funding accelerated WSUD/IWM is a cost-effective
climate adaptation that protects both communities (reduced flooding) and waterways
(healthier urban creeks, estuaries and wetlands) delivering long-term savings by avoiding
infrastructure damage and ecological restoration costs down the track. It requires funding
greatly in excess of what the ECL can provide.

d. Accelerate upgrades to Wastewater Treatment Plants (WWTPs) in low-flow
and climate-impacted Rivers

Issue: Many regional wastewater treatment plants discharge into rivers that previously had
sufficient flow to dilute effluent to safe levels. Under climate change, those “dilution flows”
can no longer be relied upon and reduced streamflows mean higher concentrations of
nutrients and pollutants unless treatment is improved?®. Warmer water temperatures
further exacerbate water quality issues (less dissolved oxygen, more algal growth). In
essence, a discharge that was environmentally acceptable 20 years ago may now cause
water quality standard breaches or ecological harm.

The recent Coliban Water v Environment Protection Authority (EPA) ?° case at VCAT
underscores the growing regulatory and ecological risk of outdated discharge practices. The
case centred on Coliban Water’s proposal to continue releasing treated wastewater from
the Kyneton WWTP to the Campaspe River, where the EPA determined that low river flows
no longer provided adequate dilution to meet environmental standards. While ultimately
granting the licence the Tribunal confirmed that climate-driven reductions in baseflow
fundamentally alter the environmental acceptability of such discharges and that natural
dilution can no longer be relied upon as a compliance mechanism. The decision reinforces
the EPA’s approach that “no net impact” must be demonstrated and that treatment, not
dilution, is the basis for protecting waterway health.

Need: Upgrading wastewater treatment technology (or shifting to alternative reuse
schemes) is now essential to maintain compliance and protect environmental values. This
means advanced nutrient removal to cut phosphorus and nitrogen loads, treatment to

27 Vlictorian Government, Department of Energy, Environment and Climate Action (DEECA). Adapting to
Climate Change Impacts — Victoria’s Water Sector. Retrieved from https://www.water.vic.gov.au/our-
programs/climate-change-and-victorias-water-sector/adapting-to-climate-change-impacts

DataVic. (2024, June 13).

28 \Water Environment Research Foundation (WERF). (2010). Implications of Climate Change for Adaptation by
Wastewater and Stormwater Agencies (Project No. CC2R08). Water Environment Research Foundation,
Alexandria, VA. Retrieved from https://climatewise.org/wp-
content/uploads/pdfs/Publications/ClimateWise/WERF_Wastewater Stormwater CC2R08.pdf

2 Coliban Water vs the EPA at VCAT — A Concerning Precedent | Concerned Waterways Alliance
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remove emerging contaminants such as PFAS, higher disinfection standards, and sufficient
storage to hold treated effluent until safe release opportunities arise. Controlled discharges
that align with higher river flows, or full beneficial reuse for irrigation or industrial supply,
can dramatically reduce ecological risk.

While such upgrades require significant capital outlay, the benefits are clear: avoided
environmental damage, sustained compliance with EPA licence conditions, improved
community health outcomes, and opportunities for regional reuse and water security. The
Coliban Water decision demonstrates that failure to adapt will increasingly expose water
corporations and councils to regulatory and reputational risk and potential legal challenge.

Proposal: Allocate funding or low-interest loans for priority WWTP upgrades in
catchments with large flow declines. As an example, a program of say $50 million over 4
years could co-fund upgrades at several high-risk municipal plants. Candidate sites would be
identified based on recent flow data and water quality monitoring where dilution capacity is
projected to fall below safe thresholds in dry years. Each upgrade specifically directed at
improving environmental outcomes can prevent recurring incidents that impose economic
losses (for example, $S2 million annually in tourism, fish restocking, and water treatment
costs from algal bloom events) and unquantified ecological harm. Investment in these works
would deliver multiple benefits:

® Regulatory compliance and reduced EPA enforcement risk;
® Improved river health and protection of downstream water users;
® Local construction and operations jobs, supporting regional economies;

® Alignment with the Victorian Climate Change Adaptation Plan and forthcoming
Victorian Waterway Management Strategy, both of which emphasise proactive
management of water quality risks under a drying climate: and

® Create capacity for better mimicking of environmental pulses through increased
storage capacity of treated waste water.

By investing now, Victoria can prevent foreseeable degradation of river systems, safeguard
public health, and uphold the state’s commitment to resilient, healthy waterways.

e. Fund on-the-ground “Index of Stream Condition” surveys to ground-truth
models

Issue: Understanding the true condition of our waterways is fundamental for effective
investment. Victoria previously led the way with the Index of Stream Condition (ISC) —
comprehensive field assessments (every 5 years) of river health (hydrology, water quality,
habitat, streamside vegetation and biota). The last statewide ISC benchmark used data from
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2004- 2010 (published 2013)3°. It showed many waterways in poor hydrological condition
due to drought and over-extraction. Since then, climate change has advanced significantly
(the Millennium Drought has been followed by new extremes), yet we have not had a
statewide on-ground assessment in over a decade. In its place, agencies increasingly rely on
models or remote sensing (e.g. desktop hydrological models, satellite-based estimates of
vegetation cover, and real-time gauges for flows/water quality). While these data are useful,
they cannot substitute for field observations, especially to capture climate-driven changes
like streambed condition (e.g. sedimentation or erosion after extreme events), formation of
new barriers, loss of sensitive species, or emergence of invasive species. Ground-truthing is
needed to verify if modelled “health” aligns with reality.

Value: A new Index of Stream Condition survey (ISC 4) would provide an up-to-date
reference point in the face of climate change, with high value for targeting management
and investment. It would identify which rivers are deteriorating fastest (so we can prioritize
intervention) and which measures are working. Moreover, it would test the accuracy of our
models, improving them for the future. Given that management agencies are now making
decisions based on model projections (e.g. of flow stress or habitat condition), a ground-
truth provides quality assurance. The cost of a full ISC assessment (historically) was a few
million dollars statewide (teams sampling ~1000 sites), and paid for out of the ECL. This is
relatively small in a state budget context, yet its benefit is to ensure hundreds of millions of
dollars in water programs are supported by accurate condition data. It effectively acts as a
“stock-take” of our natural infrastructure under climate stress.

Proposal: Provide funding for a statewide Index of Stream Condition on-ground
assessment, to be led by the Department (DEECA) in partnership with CMAs, Traditional
Owners, landowners and informed community members. This includes field data collection
at sites assessed in previous ISC surveys, lab analysis (e.g. macroinvertebrate samples, water
quality), and an updated public report card on river health. Importantly, the new ISC should
be designed to detect climate change impacts. The result will be a robust dataset to validate
our predictive models and identify any “surprises” on the landscape. For example, if models
assumed certain refuges would persist but the survey finds they’ve dried or fish are gone,
we can adapt our management accordingly. This funding ask aligns with actions under
Water for Victoria and the upcoming Waterway Management Strategy — which emphasize
an evidence-based approach- and could be paid for through the ECL. It also supports the
Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability’s calls for maintaining long-term waterway
monitoring data3!. In short, this modest investment in science will pay off through sharper

30 Third index of stream condition report

31 Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability Victoria (CES). (2023). State of the Environment Report 2023
— Inland Waters. Victorian Government, Melbourne. Retrieved from https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/soe2023/key-
topics/inland-waters
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targeting of restoration funds (where climate change is hitting hardest) and by avoiding false
complacency from reliance on models alone.

f. Reform farm dam policy & management for a water-constrained future

Issue: Victoria has tens of thousands of small farm dams intercepting runoff in catchments.
Collectively, these dams significantly reduce flows in downstream creeks, especially during
dry periods. In a water-rich past, they were seen as a minor problem; in today’s drying
climate, their impact is greatly magnified. During the Millennium Drought, the number and
volume of farm dams expanded rapidly as landholders sought to capture scarce water, and
many of those dams remain in place.

Farm dams provide important benefits such as water for stock, irrigation, and habitat for
some wildlife but they also exacerbate low-flow conditions by intercepting runoff that
would have sustained streams. Unregulated catchment dams can literally dry up the
headwaters of creeks, shrinking the refuge pools used by native fish, platypus and other
fauna. The current regulatory framework (licensing larger dams, permitting smaller ones
freely) does not fully account for cumulative impacts under climate change. The recent
investigation in the Maribrynong and Moorabool River catchments being conducted by
Southern Rural Water3? has shown development of new and expanding dams is accelerating
and is eating into environmental flow returns and reliability of supply for other users.

Why Act: In a climate-constrained future, every drop counts. If we do not address the
continued expansion in the volumes captured in farm dams, particularly in highly flow
stressed catchments, efforts to improve environmental flows or restore streams will
inevitably be undermined. For example, water that would contribute to water stored in
reservoirs is instead being increasingly intercepted by new and expanded farm dams,
reducing environmental allocation volumes and their effectiveness. Other entitlement
holders also have their reliability reduced. Better policy could include measures such as:
incentives or requirements to install through pipes or bypasses on dams (so a share of high
flows still reaches streams), limitations on new dam construction or expansion of existing
dams in critical catchments, facilitating off-stream storages as alternatives, and active
management during drought. Additionally, climate change demands more accurate data
such as using satellite imagery to track even small dam volumes increases and their
cumulative impact so that water resource models reflect true conditions.

Proposal: Provide funding and policy support to modernize farm dam management in the
light of climate change. This has two components:

@ Policy/Regulatory Reform: Commit resources for DEECA to conduct a review of farm
dam policy and strengthen controls in over-allocated catchments, building on the

32 Southern Rural Water. Moorabool Maribyrnong Water Resources Project. Southern Rural Water — Initiatives
& Projects. Accessed 19 November 2025. https://www.srw.com.au/initiatives/projects/moorabool-
maribyrnong-water-resources-project
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outcomes of the SRW investigation and study. Changes could involve amending the
Water Act 1989 or its regulations, new licensing thresholds or mandatory metering
for larger stock and domestic dams, and engaging stakeholders (farmers, CMAs,
water authorities) to develop practical rules that balance farm needs with
downstream ecological needs and provide for equitable sharing of water.

® On-ground Program: Allocate funding to support initiatives such as a Farm Dam
Retrofit and Efficiency program. This could fund projects to allow environmental
bypass flows on existing dams or help landholders install tanks for roof water so they
rely less on creek dams. It could also fund improved monitoring, for example a
project to use remote sensing and drones to map small dam storage levels to inform
seasonal water sharing plans.

The immediate benefit is protecting catchment yields and attempting to maintain stream
health which benefits everyone (including farmers downstream). Even a modest increase in
low flows can keep a creek connected in summer, avoiding fish deaths and water quality
crashes. The long-term benefit is that our streams retain some ability to buffer the
increasingly evident impacts of climate change on waterway flows. By funding policy reform
now, the Government can ensure water security and fairness: as climate change tightens
water availability, it is crucial that rules for capturing water are equitable and
environmentally sustainable. In summary, this initiative would cost relatively little (mostly
policy work and some incentives) but yields long-term gains in stream resilience and water
availability.

g. Research and mitigation for increased Blue-Green Algae (BGA) outbreaks

Issue: Blue-green algae (cyanobacteria) blooms are increasing in frequency, duration and
extent across Victoria, driven by warmer temperatures, nutrient enrichment, and stagnant
low-flow conditions. Climate change is a major factor — warmer weather and lower inflows
are prime triggers for blooms33. Recent examples include the West Barwon Reservoir
bloom34, where lower rainfall and storage levels combined with high temperatures to spark
a significant BGA outbreak. Such blooms pose serious risks: they produce toxins harmful to
humans, pets, livestock, and wildlife; they create taste and odour issues in drinking water;
and when the algae die off, the resulting de-oxygenation of the water can cause fish kills.
The economic impact can be large requiring expensive water treatment (or alternative
supplies), closure of recreational waters (affecting tourism and local economies), and public
health management.

Need for a better focus on prevention: Traditional response to BGA is primarily reactive
(warnings, stop using the water, wait for cooler weather or flushing flows). The current

33 Victorian Department of Energy, Environment and Climate Action (DEECA). Blue-green algae. Retrieved
November 5, 2025, from https://www.water.vic.gov.au/waterways/blue-green-algae

34 https://www.barwonwater.vic.gov.au/about-us/news-and-events/news/blue-green-algae-bloom-being-
monitored
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Blue-Green Algae Regional Coordination Plans3° are heavily focussed on ‘preparedness’ and
‘responses’ but Victoria needs to get ahead of this growing problem with a greater emphasis
on preventative and mitigation measures. Potential interventions include: aeration or
mixing devices in reservoirs to disrupt algal growth, selective water level management to
avoid stagnant conditions and stratification, phosphorus binding agents (like dosing with
modified clays to lock up nutrients), planting riparian shade trees to cool water, and early
warning systems. Many of these approaches need further research and pilot trials under
Victorian conditions to test cost-effectiveness. For example, dosing agents can precipitate
algae but could have other ecological side effects that need evaluation. Investing in R&D
and trials now will equip us with cost-effective tools to manage and prevent BGA in a hotter,
drier climate.

Proposal: Establish a “Blue-Green Algae Climate Mitigation” research fund. This could be
managed via water corporation collaborations or a university partnership (leveraging
existing programs like Water Research Australia®®). Key outputs could include:

o Pilot projects at a few high-risk sites (e.g. West Barwon Reservoir) to test mitigation
methods — such as solar-powered mixers, ultra-sonic algae control, or periodic
“flushing flows” from upstream environmental water releases.

e Improved predictive models incorporating climate variables, to forecast bloom risk
more accurately and allow targeted action (the Victorian BGA monitoring framework
notes that climatic conditions largely dictate bloom formation, so integrating climate
change predictions into a risk model is crucial).

¢ Development of management protocols, for example when to deploy emergency
aeration or how to optimize reservoir operations to reduce stratification that favours
BGA.

The cost-benefit of this research is clear when contrasted with the costs of doing nothing.
For example, the 2008 algal bloom in the Gippsland Lakes resulted in $28.5 million of direct
losses and $41.6 million of indirect loss (inflation adjusted) with cumulative losses from
successive blooms projected to exceed $250 million over 20 years®’. A single major bloom
in a water supply reservoir can cost millions of dollars in treatment and bottled water
provision. Fish kills and faunal losses from blooms can set back conservation efforts by

35 Victorian Department of Energy, Environment and Climate Action (DEECA). (n.d.). Sample Blue-Green Algae
Regional Coordination Plan. Retrieved November 5, 2025, from

https://www.water.vic.gov.au/ data/assets/word doc/0040/677299/Sample-BGA-Regional-Coordination-
Plan.doc

36 https://www.waterra.com.au/Web/Shared Content/Smart-Suite/Smart-Library/Public/Publications-
View.aspx?resource=131

37 Connolly, B., & Hylands, P. (2009). Economic impact of the 2008 blue green algal bloom on the Gippsland
Lakes tourism industry: Final report — April 2009. Bairnsdale, VIC: Nexus Consulting (Aust) Pty Ltd & National
Institute of Economic and Industry Research
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years, with a worst-case scenario currently playing out in the South Australian marine algal
bloom. With relatively small research funding, we can identify strategies to reduce blooms
and lessen their impact, saving money and protecting public health. This proposal aligns
with Victoria’s Water Cycle Adaptation Action Plan38, which calls for innovative responses to
water quality threats under climate change.

h. Leverage carbon markets for riparian restoration

Issue: Restoring riparian zones (planting trees and rehabilitating streambanks) provides
multiple benefits: carbon sequestration, improved water quality (filtering runoff), cooler
stream temperatures, habitat connectivity, and erosion control. However, funding for
riparian projects is often limited to government grants or short-term programs. Carbon
credit markets where businesses pay for activities that absorb CO, represent a significant,
under-tapped source of funding for large-scale waterway revegetation. To date, the bulk of
carbon forestry projects in Australia have been in broadacre plantings (often not in riparian
areas), sometimes with monocultures. There is a clear opportunity to align carbon finance
with biodiversity and water outcomes by channelling credits into riparian restoration. In
Victoria, the BushBank program3° (a $77M initiative) is already moving in this direction by
funding revegetation and explicitly seeking carbon market co-investment. The challenge
now is ensuring riparian corridors receive attention, as these linear ecosystems may not fit
the traditional carbon project model (which favours large contiguous areas).

Proposal: Fund an initiative to integrate carbon finance with riparian restoration efforts.
This has two components:

¢ Investigation & framework development: Provide a budget for DEECA (and partners
like Carbon Market Institute or GreenCollar) to develop the methodologies and
policy settings needed to better support riparian carbon projects. For example,
establishing how carbon accounting can credit plantings along streams (which often
have higher growth rates due to water availability), and resolving any regulatory
barriers (additionality rules, permanence requirements in floodplains, etc.). This
could be a S500k-S1M effort to produce a “roadmap” and approved carbon method
for riparian restoration, possibly feeding into the national Emissions Reduction Fund
methods or generating a Victorian offset standard.

o Pilot Projects: Allocate funding to co-fund a set of pilot riparian restoration projects
that seek carbon credits, blending Government grants with carbon investor money

38 Victorian Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP). (2022). Water Cycle Adaptation
Action Plan. Retrieved November 5, 2025, from

https://www.climatechange.vic.gov.au/ data/assets/pdf file/0025/558421/WaterCycleAdaptationActionPla
n.pdf

39 Victorian Department of Energy, Environment and Climate Action (DEECA). (n.d.). BushBank. Retrieved
November 5, 2025, from https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/bushbank
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and potentially biodiversity credits. Identify a number degraded river stretches (in
partnership with Catchment Management Authorities and Traditional Owners)
where landowner cooperation can be secured and State funds can cover initial
planting and fencing costs, while carbon finance (future credit revenue) covers
maintenance and provide landholder incentives.

Justification: This approach aims to multiply the impact of each public dollar by
attracting private capital and Carbon Credits for climate outcomes through riparian
revegetation projects. The co-benefits are enormous: every kilometre of riparian
planting not only sequesters carbon but also shades the water (buffering against
climate-induced heat), stabilises banks, and improves biodiversity. A recent Victorian
study noted the Wimmera region’s numerous waterways present big opportunities for
carbon storage through revegetation®. This proposal builds on this momentum and
hones it directly to waterways. It aligns with Protecting Victoria’s Environment —
Biodiversity 2037*! targets and with the Victorian Government’s goal of net zero
emissions by 2045.

5. Monitoring, Compliance and Water Accounting

Without knowledge and understanding environmental management is undertaken blind.
Data is needed to develop knowledge and understanding. Monitoring then assessing and
reporting allows for effective and efficient adaption to changing conditions, impacts and
needs. The public expects their government to respond to environmental challenges and
monitoring is a necessity for prompt and effective actions. There is, therefore, a strong
consensus on the need for better monitoring of all aspects of water and waterway health.
This has several components:

Ecological Monitoring: There is a need to reinstate the aquatic invertebrate monitoring
programs which were terminated over 10 years ago. The data collected was used to
understand stream health and will be important in the face of climate change, urban
expansion, and the likely increase in resource exploitation. Ecological data and
understanding are also required to inform a renewed ISC (see s4(e) above) and the
waterway health in relation to flow sections of Long-Term Water Resource Assessments

40 Victorian Government. (n.d.). Regional Catchment Strategy — Climate adaptation and NRM information
portal. Retrieved November 5, 2025, from https://nrmclimate.vic.gov.au/regional-catchment-management-
authority-information/471

41 Victorian Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP). (2017). Protecting Victoria’s
Environment — Biodiversity 2037. Retrieved November 5, 2025, from

https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/ data/assets/pdf file/0022/51259/Protecting-Victorias-Environment-
Biodiversity-2037.pdf
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(long term data sets were not adequate to determine an overall trend in waterway health
for reasons related to flow in southern Victoria).*?

Water Quality Monitoring: Expand the network to include more reference sites and at-risk
rivers, streams, estuaries and wetlands. At a minimum, the base line water quality
monitoring program must focus on emerging contaminants (such as PFAS and heavy metals)
at risk sites, in addition to regular physico-chemical and biological monitoring.

Algal Monitoring: Substantial risks arise form algal blooms in particular from potentially
toxic Cyanobacteria (blue-green algae). Expanded monitoring of not only potable water
supplies but large rivers and estuaries is warranted to assess risks and protect public health
(see s4(g) above for a fuller discussion of the impacts of algal blooms).

High flow event water quality monitoring: This is critical to the establishing nutrient loads
entering receiving waters such as Port Phillip Bay, Western Port, and the Gippsland Lakes, all
of which are economically important for tourism and fishing in addition to unique
biodiversity sites, some listed as internationally significant under the Ramsar convention.
There are large gaps in load monitoring leading to poor ability to establish key parameter
loads (in particular nitrogen) to marine and estuarine systems.

Water Accounting: Better measurement of where water is going, including modern flow
gauging in rivers to verify flow models is needed. Licences under 10ML are assumed to have
little impact on flows or water availability for other users and are not required to be
metered. However, in catchments such as the Maribyrnong where there are literally
hundreds of such licences, their impacts add up and can have major consequences. Stock
and domestic use is likewise excluded from the monitoring framework but can have
considerable impacts, particularly in flow stressed catchments. These unaccounted-for
water uses need to be brought into the framework, along with better management of farm
dams (see s 4 (g) above).

Water corporations need adequate funding to carry out their compliance work, particularly
in relation to issues like farm dam regulation and monitoring diversions. This will require
provision for enlarged compliance teams and extra staff across southern Victoria, especially
at SRW and Melbourne Water.

Reporting: Water quality and biological data must be analysed, interpreted and reported on
regularly in an open and transparent manner. In order to provide adequate information to
resource managers, governments and the communities, DEECA should publish results every
2 years. Whereas historical reporting has been limited to data summaries and maybe data
trends, future reporting should include detailed interpretation and critical analysis of the
results. A public web based “dash board” should be established to expediate the distribution
of information.

42 DELWP (2019) Long-Term Water Resource Assessment for Southern Victoria
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Groundwater: Ground water is perceived to be overused and inadequately monitored. The
most recent State of the Environment Report (2023) was unable to assess groundwater
quality*® and the Auditor General has found it impossible to assess if Victoria’s groundwater
use is sustainable.**

Water corporations need funding to renew and strengthened research and monitoring in
stressed groundwater catchments and for enforcement of licence conditions.

The fact that groundwater data is stored in separate, under-funded and siloed databases
must be addressed. The most comprehensive source of information, Visualising Victoria’s
Groundwater?, is a collaboration lead by Federation University that pulls together data
from multiple public sector (government) and private sector sources, but does not receive
government funding.

Groundwater Management Plan reviews need funding to adjust permissible consumptive
volumes to reflect an ecologically sustainable level of take and include interconnection
between groundwater and surface water and to allow for integrated management.

Research to develop understanding into the links between groundwater, seepage, and river
flows to avoid "double accounting" where water is claimed as "new" when it was already
part of the environmental system.

Recommendations:

To effectively manage future environmental issues in a timely manner, especially in a drying
climate, there is the unambiguous funding need to:

e Reinstate ecological monitoring across the state

e Expand the extent of water quality monitoring and include emerging contaminants

e Undertake nutrient load monitoring for critical receiving environments

e Expand water accounting, particularly in flow stressed systems

e Develop a reporting system that incorporates data analysis, interpretation and
identifies critical management needs

e Increase groundwater monitoring in critical groundwater areas

e Develop a single consolidated groundwater database

e Fund research to better understand ground water-surface water interactions.

e EPA’s role in monitoring, assessment and reporting has been substantially reduced in
recent years but should be reinstated and funded.

43 Key topic: Inland waters | CES Indicator WQ09

4 VAGO (2010) Sustainable Management of Victoria’s groundwater resources Sustainable Management of
Victoria's Groundwater Resources | Victorian Auditor-General's Office

45 Visualising Victoria's Groundwater
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These monitoring activities are absolutely essential to understanding the state of our water
resources and are core, ongoing government business as usual activities. They should not
rely on the ECL for funding.

Conclusion

The pressures on Victoria’s waterways and water security systems are now outpacing the
capacity of existing programs and revenue streams to maintain statutory, ecological and
public health outcomes. Climate-driven flow declines, legacy over-allocation, population
growth and ageing infrastructure are creating material risks for water quality, entitlement
reliability and regulatory compliance that will escalate without timely intervention.

The initiatives in this submission represent targeted, high-value investments that address
key system vulnerabilities and support delivery of actions already embedded in government
strategies and statutory frameworks, including the Central and Gippsland Region
Sustainable Water Strategy, the Water Cycle Adaptation Action Plan, Water for Victoria and
the Government’s living-entity policy direction. They also ensure that the Environmental
Contribution Levy is applied to its legislated purpose rather than being used to subsidise
core operational responsibilities.

From a Treasury perspective, these proposals are fiscally prudent. Many involve low-cost
reforms to planning, monitoring and compliance systems that avoid far higher future
expenditure, reduce regulatory and legal risks, and improve asset performance. Others
involve modest capital co-investment that leverages Commonwealth, local government,
industry and carbon-market funding while reducing infrastructure strain and protecting
natural assets that provide essential ecosystem services.

Failure to act will increase both the likelihood and cost of adverse outcomes, including
intensified algal events, declining drinking water quality, reduced water security for
households and industry, and widening ecological deficits. The 2026—27 Budget provides an
opportunity to stabilise Victoria’s waterways in a climate-constrained environment and
maintain a sustainable trajectory for environmental water management, public health and
long-term liveability. The Concerned Waterways Alliance recommends full consideration of
the proposals outlined and stands ready to work collaboratively with DEECA, water
corporations, CMAs and Traditional Owners to support efficient implementation.

Concerned Waterways Alliance
Website: https://concernedwaterwaysalliance.org

Contact: Juliet Le Feuvre
Email: concernedwaterwaysalliance@gmail.com
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