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17 December 2012
Department of Sustainability and Environment

Sustainable Water Environments Division (draft Strategy)

PO Box 500, East Melbourne Victoria 3002

Dear Sir/Madam
Re: draft Victorian Waterway Management Strategy, “Improving Our Waterways”
We congratulate you on drafting this very comprehensive document.  It has clearly taken much skill and effort, but not less than necessary given the importance of our waterways and the clear need to improve them.
There is much we can say in support of the draft, but for the sake of efficiency we have written only on the shortcomings in the draft.  

Our comments relate mainly to the Yarra River but not exclusively.  They are provided on the following pages, not in order of importance, but as they occur through the document.  In summary our main comments are:

· The draft vision is human centric and ignores the intrinsic value of healthy waterways, which should be a focus for DSE.

· Water extraction is a major factor affecting waterway condition but measures to manage it are virtually ignored.   We propose some measures. 

· The scenic value of waterways is acknowledged but inadequately addressed, particularly along urban rivers.  Stronger land-use planning controls are needed.
· Some proposals are too conservative, are compromised by non-environmental considerations and will at best just maintain current conditions.  This long-term strategy to improve our waterways must aim higher.  Offending examples include the sections on EWRs and management riparian areas.  
· Community groups play a critical role in waterway health. Their activities, especially on education and advocacy should be better supported.

We welcome further opportunities to provide input on this important document.

Yours faithfully,
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Ian Penrose

Yarra Riverkeeper, for and on behalf of the Yarra Riverkeeper Association Inc.

Email info@yarrariver.org.au. Phone 0409 510 766
Chapter 2 Introduction

Box 2.1 p 14. 
An important finding from the My Victorian Waterway survey is that the most common reason people visit waterways is “to enjoy the scenery”.  This outcome is not well reflected in the draft strategy, especially in care for riparian areas, which dominate the scenery – a matter raised in later comments.
The second most common reason, according to the survey, is “to enjoy the native animals, plants and birds”.   This is reinforced in several of the quotes from individuals (p 15).  We surmise that this is not just about enjoyment but also a belief that healthy populations of native species are important for their own sakes, unrelated to what benefits they may provide us.  
Melbourne Water’s Community Perceptions – 2012 market research study asked “what is the most important purpose of waterways?”   By far the highest response (42%) was “providing habitat for animals and plants”.  In other words ecological function was seen by respondents as far more important than personal benefit.

This matter is pertinent to our later comment about the draft vision for the strategy.
2.1.2 p 15.   
Important among the list of social values is that waterways are deeply associated with many individuals’ ‘sense of place’ and ‘belonging’.  This underpins a key part of our work, which is to encourage people to visit their local waterway, to (re-) connect with it and appreciate it wonders.  This is not just a social value.  It is also, and importantly, a pre-requisite to the community supporting government policies and practices that protect and improve waterway health.
2.1.4 p 17.   
We agree that “the knowledge base [about waterway condition] is continually being expanded and improved over time”.  A corollary is that today’s knowledge is far from complete.
2.1.4 p 18.  
The dot point headed “providing appropriate hydrological regimes” is deficient.  It explicitly mentions the altered pattern of flow, but not the reduced quantity of flow.  It is undeniable that a major (if not the most important) factor affecting waterway condition in many Victorian rivers is the quantity of water extracted.  This omission in the draft strategy is commented upon further.
2.1.5 p 19.  
We disagree with the statement that “over extraction of water…may cause a reduction in diversity and abundance of aquatic plants and animals”.  In the same way that the cutting down of a single tree has a negative impact on the terrestrial environment, the extraction of any water has a negative impact on the aquatic environment.  The words “over” and “may” in the statement should be deleted.  (Whether the impact is significant is another question.)  We raise this point not to be pedantic, but because it has bearing on the later subject of river flows.

Box 2.4 p 19.  
The word “costs” refers here to just monetary expenditure and ignores the significant other costs of poor waterway condition.  This strategy should avoid using this outdated, misleading and narrow use of the word. 

2.2 p 20.  
The use of the word “sustainable” in the heading for “working waterways” is misleading.   It is stated that in these waterways some “environmental values may have been compromised or lost” and that “environmental values may not be self-sustaining”.  We ask the Department of Sustainability and Environment” not to use the word “sustainable” where it means anything less than ecologically sustainable.

Chapter 3 Strategy approach

3.1 p 28.  
The draft vision is human-centric.  It says nothing about the intrinsic value of a healthy natural environment.  The Department of Sustainability and Environment is charged not just with meeting community needs but has a clear responsibility for protecting and improving the natural environment - and non-human species.  This must be reflected in the vision for Victoria’s waterways. 

3.3.2 p 31

Altered water regimes.  
Delete the word “over” in front of “extraction of water”.  See previous comment 2.1.5.  
Delete the word “increasing” in front of “development/urbanization”.

Presumably the above item covers urban stormwater flows.  Given the significance of the later, it should be listed explicitly. 
Degraded habitat. 
A major type of “catchment clearing” is for the erection of man-made structures such as buildings in riparian areas.  Given its importance especially to river scenic values (see Box 2.1) it should be listed as a separate cause, and words such as “unnatural landscape” shown under key impacts.
Delete the word “uncontrolled” in front of “stock access”.  Stock access to waterways generally impacts on environmental condition whether or not it is “controlled”.  Please see later comments for Chapter 9.  
Delete “over” in front of “extraction of water”.  
Poor water quality

Delete the word “increasing” in front of “development/urbanization”.
Urban stormwater is the major cause of poor water quality in Melbourne, so warrants being listed.

Sewage discharges/leaks are another significant cause of poor water quality in Melbourne, so warrant being listed.

3.4.3 p 34
We agree that community groups play a vital role in waterway care.  The Yarra Riverkeeper Association is one such group.  We monitor what is happening to the Yarra through our regular patrols, wide network of contacts, and enquiry line.  We are increasing community knowledge of river health through our publications and popular river educational tours and events (550 events to date educating over 22,000 people).  We are an active contributor to river health policies and practices, and advocate both directly and through the media for better river care.

3.4.4 p 34 -5

Pollution control

A cause of pollution in the lower reaches of the Yarra is leaks and releases from the old sewerage system.  This is a much-visited river, yet the sewage pollution regularly prevents it being safe for swimming and sometimes paddling/rowing.  The document makes no mention of this unacceptable pollution.
Planning system

The regulation of land-use plays a pivotal role in waterway health.  Amongst other things it covers matters such as landscape values that underpin the main reason people visit our waterways (ref Box 2.1).  Local councils have a leading role in the planning system, but sadly many rivers (including the Yarra) are on council boundaries and therefore often only of peripheral interest.  For these two reasons, it is essential that waterway managers take a much greater role in planning decisions affecting waterways.  The current role of being a referral authority for drainage and floodplain matters is demonstrably inadequate.

Water supply

River flows are a key determinant of river health, and are hugely impacted by water extraction.  Yet water supply policies and practices, which determine extraction levels, fail to be mentioned.  The work and responsibilities of water authorities to encourage efficient usage, and to seek alternative (ie non-river) sources warrant discussion and strong support in the strategy, with targets of reducing water extraction levels.

3.6 p 38

It is acknowledged that most of our waterways are currently not healthy.  Yet none of the three KPIs for long-term condition properly addresses this.   For example, if in 2020 the condition of 70% of priority river reaches is the same as today, and the condition of the remaining 30% has deteriorated along with the condition of all other (non-priority) reaches, the relevant KPI (#15) would still be met.     But clearly, overall river condition would have deteriorated; a perverse outcome in a strategy to improve our waterways!
Other proposed KPIs (#12, #16, #17) suffer the same problem.

Given the needs (in our view) to improve land-use planning decisions and reduce water extraction, two critical areas of waterway health, KPIs/targets should be set to measure these outcomes. 

Chapter 4 Regional waterway management
4.1 p 42

It is stated that the objectives of the strategy are based on “balancing the environmental, social and economic uses of waterways”.  This implies that the environment uses waterways and that such use must be compromised. We are uncomfortable with this for two reasons.  Firstly we don’t agree with the concept that the environment is a consumer.  Secondly, DSE’s prime responsibility is to drive improved environmental outcomes as the first priority.  If any compromises are needed, let them be a matter for “whole of government”.  (Does the Department of Health compromise on its public health recommendations because they may conflict with economic growth objectives?)

Similarly we are uncomfortable with the stated objective of Sustainable Waterway Strategies which is “to secure water for local growth, while maintaining the balance of the area’s water system and safeguarding the future of its waterways…”   Such strategies do not have at their heart a goal of improving our waterways.

4.2 p 43 (shaded section)
The last dot point should include urban waterways which are very popular with a large proportion of the community.   Treating such waterways as high value is consistent with the strategy (section 2.4.2 p 24) for priority setting.
4.2.3 p 45

The tenor of this section, especially figure 4.2, is defensive.  The priorities are all about reducing threats to and protecting values of waterways, which presupposes (incorrectly) that they are all in good health.  There is little emphasis on restoring or improving waterway health, which is the purpose of this long-term strategy. 
Table 4.1, p 47

The sub-sections headed naturalness and landscape are incomplete.  As found in the survey (Box 2.1) the community highly values the scenery of our waterways.  This is especially so in the Melbourne area, where the green and natural setting of waterways is a strong magnet for visiting and enjoying them, and provides respite from the dense urban environment.  Such green places are acknowledged as important to public health.  The social values should be listed as recreation, engagement with natural settings, and amenity.  The economic values include tourism and the various services (eg boat hire, riverside cafes) that support such large visitor numbers. 

Box 4.1 p 48.

Whilst some public infrastructure should be protected from flooding, this should not be extended to all sports fields.  For example, it is common practice to site public golf courses on floodplains.  Their protection during flooding should be very low priority, and they should not hinder the managed release of environmental flows.
4.2.4 p 49-50

Regulation
We do not agree with the low priority and reluctance to use regulatory approaches for waterway management.  Given the unacceptable condition of our waterways generally, the apathy and lack of compliance by some in the community, and the huge challenges to making needed improvements, it is imprudent not to use all the tools at the government’s disposal.  The government is not shy to use regulation to improve road safety and achieve other public health goals.  We urge the government to take the same strong stand in protecting and improving the health of our environment.
Information provision

The traditional provision of information/advice, and hope for behaviour change (because the landholder sees it to be in their best interest) is an outdated and inadequate strategy.  The strategy should ensure that necessary behaviour change does happen.  It should therefore include more radical, innovative and assertive ways to engage landholders on the issues, and to facilitate needed change.  In general people running commercial enterprises do not respond adequately to appeals for change.  Financial incentives and regulations are much more effective.

4.2.7p 52

Land use change

The phrase “land use change” is little more than a euphemism, which is sugar-coating the issue.

For example, the view that, with “careful management”, waterways values can be protected in the face of increased demand for water, fertilizer and agricultural land, is avoiding the truth.  The fact is that increasing agricultural activity is an undeniable threat to waterway values.  It is no more benign than population growth, and urban expansion which are clearly stated as challenges (p 24).
Policy 4.8

The preparedness to downgrade environmental objectives in the face of land use change and population growth (on the basis that they are unavoidable) is unacceptable.  Whilst it seems reluctant to accept the fact, the government can influence land use and population.  Of all departments, it is DSE that should be stating unequivocally that growth in population, urban areas and agriculture, are definite threats to Victoria’s natural environment and waterway health in particular.  Avoiding this issue is negligence.

Chapter 5 Community participation

5.1 p 56

We strongly agree with the statements that 
· “community participation is…critical for successful waterway management”, and 
· “government support for …groups undertaking [strategic planning, engagement activities and on-ground works] is a highly cost effective way to improve [waterway health].”  

We therefore urge the government to provide much more support for groups doing this critical and cost-effective work.

Throughout the document there are many instances where the strategy is too conservative and akin to business-as-usual.  One of those instances is in this section where it states that the task for government is to ensure that community “can keep caring for waterways”.   But our waterways are not being cared for enough, and the community must do more – not just “keep caring” but “improve their care”.

5.7 p 61

We agree that community knowledge about waterway health issues is lacking, especially (in our view) in urban areas.  Increased community knowledge and understanding would (not could) increase their stewardship of waterways and more sustainable waterway behaviour.  Community education therefore warrants more support in the strategy.
Chapter 7 Recreational use of waterways

7.1 p 72
In Melbourne, the predominant recreational activities linked to its waterways are on the banks.  Whilst many people do fish, paddle and row, many more come down to the waterways to walk, cycle, picnic, watch the birds, or simply enjoy the green, natural setting/scenery not dominated by built structures.

This passive recreational activity warrants more attention in the strategy.

Chapter 8 Environmental water management

8.1 p 80

The opening statement that high levels of water extraction have historically impacted on the environmental values of waterways, is avoiding the fact that extraction levels have not declined and their impact is no less damaging today.
It is stated that “on average, one-third of stream flow is extracted from [waterways].”  Stream flows are highly variable and average flows figures are dominated by the occasional floods.  So quoting an average figure  is misleading.  Leaving aside the times of flooding, the proportion of stream flow extracted from most waterways will be much higher that one-third,  as suggested on p 81 in reference to summer months.

8.3.2 p 87

Policy 8.2 states that “best practice, scientifically-based methods will be used to assess the environmental water requirement of priority [waterways]”.  Good.  However the actual amount of environmental water currently provided to each waterway (its Environment Water Reserve) has been determined by a consultation process with many stakeholders as part of the Sustainable Water Strategies.  We suspect therefore that some the EWRs fall short of the requirement specified by science.   The Werribee and Moorabool rivers come to mind. 
Where there is an identified short-fall in environmental water, the strategy emphasizes the need to make “balanced decisions” reflecting the needs not just of the environment but also water consumers.

We conclude that this strategy is short-changing the environment, and is inconsistent with policy 8.2 and the strategy’s overall purpose.

Policy 8.8 p 93

We disagree that the management of new environment water should incur the same charges that water consumers pay.  The polluter-pays principle should be applied.  This principle is that if the party impacting on the environment (eg. the polluter) can be identified, they should pay all the costs to remedy their environmental impact.  The only reason that environmental releases are needed is because water has been extracted.  Hence, and in accordance with the polluter-pay principle, all the costs associated with environmental water should be paid by those extracting the water, ie water consumers.

It may be argued that consumers are already effectively paying these costs through their water-use charges, because these charges fund the Environmental Contribution which in turn funds the environmental flows program.   But this roundabout flow of funds is opaque and incorporates cross-subsidies amongst water consumers.    
Policy 8.12 p 97
Holders of low lying floodplain land expect their land to be inundated often when the adjacent waterway rises naturally after heavy rain.  Whilst some of those same landholders may not be happy if their land was deliberately inundated after an environmental flow release, we challenge their right (as provided by this policy) to veto such release which is needed to maintain river health.  Such veto implies that private property rights take precedence over the needs of a healthy environment.  This is not the case if it is a question of public health or even pollution of the environment.  Given the now-recognised importance of environmental flows, the policy should be updated.  
8.7 p 98
The emphasis expressed is simply to maintain the EWRs.  But this long term strategy - to improve our waterways - should be aiming to improve all aspects of waterway health including the EWRs.
Whilst EWRs for rivers seek to remedy the unnatural pattern of flows, any reduction in the quantity of flows (eg from diversions and extractions) has a negative impact on the abundance of river-dependent species and potentially also their diversity and ecosystem function  And, the major, if not the most important, factor affecting waterway condition in many Victorian rivers is the large quantity of water that has and continues to be extracted. This fact should be acknowledged in the document and strategies proposed for its management.  They would include measures to save water (reduce consumption), and to pursue alternative (ie non-river) sources for consumption such as stormwater and treated waste water.  These are important and essential measures of great relevance to waterway health.
Chapter 9 Riparian management
This chapter focuses on riparian land in rural areas, and makes little mention of urban riparian land (addressed later).   We suggest its title is changed accordingly.

9.1.1 p 104

Mention is made of the many social values of riparian land, but there is no specific mention of the main reason people visit waterways, which is to enjoy the scenery.  Strategies to protect and restore the natural landscape near waterways should be addressed.

9.1.2 p 105

The fact that some stock access to waterways is controlled, does not mean it has no impact on waterway health.  Therefore we disagree that it is only uncontrolled stock access that is a threat.

9.1.6 p 106-7

Stock access to streams has been managed for a decade through voluntary arrangements, yet only 7,800 km of the 170,000 km of river frontages in the state has been fenced.  We know that fencing in not necessary in all instances, and that the issue has many complexities, but the proportion of frontages protected from stock damage remains unacceptably low.   
9.2 p 108
The management objective to support private benefits on Crown frontages “where they do no significantly compromise the environmental and social values” is unacceptable.  We can think of no justifiable instances where the government should be supporting private benefits on public land if it has any negative impact on environmental and social values.

Policy 9.1 p 108

It is clear to us that the current voluntary approach to riparian management (especially stock access to waterways) is too slow and inadequate to address the problems of erosion, habitat damage, etc.  The strategy should be proposing new and more effective approaches.
Policy 9.2, p 110

For Crown frontages, landholders should be obliged to sign appropriate license agreements, not just offered  them.
The concept of legislating minimum standards of management should be extended to private riparian land in urban areas, and affected landholders made aware of their obligations.  This seems not to be the case at present as evidenced by the damage occurring. 
Policy 9.3 p 111

The objective of reducing “red tape” should not be at the expense of any procedure necessary to protect riparian areas. 

Chapter 10 Water quality

10.1 p 120

This section omits mention of sewage leaks and releases which are a major causes of poor water quality in Melbourne.
Box 10.1 p 123

The SEPP (WoV) provides a benchmark for waterway protection, yet the EPA still licenses releases of treated effluent that fall short of this benchmark.  This is the case with releases from the Brushy Creek Purification Plant into the creek (a tributary of the Yarra) and may be the case for other STPs.   In addressing this inconsistency we are concerned that the SEPP benchmarks may be relaxed instead of ensuring that license conditions are tightened.
10.3 p 125

It is noted that there are “problems with accessibility and useability of [water quality] data.  We agree.  It is very difficult for the community to get understandable and up-to-date data.  Yet there seems to be no strategy or action to address this!

Chapter 13 Estuaries

The estuary of the Lower Yarra has very important social and environmental values and is probably the most visited estuary in the state.  In our view, the issues facing the Lower Yarra warrant mention in the strategy.
Chapter 14 Waterways in urban areas

14.1 p 180-1
A major impact on the Yarra’s riparian land is encroaching built structures, not just because they have impervious surfaces but due to their adverse impact on riverside scenery and amenity – both important social values.

The comparison between the Yarra and other capital city rivers is based only on cleanliness.  It would be interesting to know how it compares in terms of retention of natural flows.  Also most other capital cities are older and less wealthy than Melbourne, and are thus poor benchmarks for judging our environmental performance.  
The statement “generally though, water quality in the Yarra is suitable for the uses valued by the community” is debatable.  The SEPP benchmarks for water quality are based on beneficial uses, and water quality in the Lower Yarra usually falls short of the benchmarks for “primary contact” and occasionally does not even meet the benchmarks for “secondary contact”  (ie paddling).  The offending parameter is usually e.coli.
It is correctly stated that population growth and urban development are increasing pressure on waterways.  But we question the optimism that waterway values can be improved (which is the goal of the strategy) in the face of these pressures. 
The Office of Living Victoria will play an important role, but we note that it will focus on the urban water cycle.  This does not cover all waterway health issues (eg scenic values).

14.1.2 p 182

In the section on water quality, mention is made of “sewer overflows during times of heavy rainfall’.  But sewage pollution is also unacceptably high (and breaches SEPP) during dry periods.
A serious omission in the list of threats is the impact that riverside development is having on landscape values and amenity.  The Yarra’s natural environs and natural-looking scenery have very important social and environmental values.  But they are being irrevocably lost as more big buildings are erected on the river banks.   
14.2.1 p 183-4

We wish that something akin to RiverConnect (on the Goulburn and Broken rivers) could be started for the Yarra River.  Developing a “strong sense of belonging and connecting” to the river is critical to caring for it.  This is a key principle underlying our work.
We note the development of a Metropolitan Integrated Water Cycle Strategy, and strongly endorse its focus on alternative water sources, because they will provide opportunities to reduce our reliance on water extraction from the Yarra and thus improve its flows and restore more of its environmental and social values.

The new Metropolitan Planning Strategy (in development) is mentioned later (p 187) but should be listed in this section because it has a major impact on the Yarra and other metropolitan waterways, especially in regard to riparian land use.
14.2.2 p 185
We note the need for stronger partnerships between water corporations and local government.   This is important because many waterways (eg most of the Yarra) are on municipal boundaries and therefore on the edge of council thinking. 

Principles p 186

The list is missing three important principles.

· Reducing water extraction from waterways, by a combination of strategies to use stormwater and treated waste water and to reduce overall water consumption.

· Protecting riverside landscape and scenery by stronger land-use planning controls.

· Reducing pollution from non-stormwater sources including sewers, dropping of litter and chemical spills.

Integrated Water Cycle Plans p 186-7
Not all aspects of waterway health are associated with the water cycle.  Care of riparian land and protecting scenic values are two other important matters that warrant strategic focus.

14.4.1 p 191

The current sewerage backlog program is making necessary improvements to water quality.  However we are concerned (at least in one instance) where there is a “disconnect” between the roles of the relevant authorities, viz local council, EPA and water authority, which may lead to a less than optimum outcome.  For example inadequate emphasis is being given to working on-site wastewater systems and water recycling.  

14.4.2  p 191
The discussion about sewer spills is inadequate.  Whilst the spilled waste may be heavily diluted the very high readings of e.coli demand that much more needs to be done.
Chapter 18 Management arrangements

18.3 p 235

We are pleased to note the acknowledgement of non-government organisations (such as ourselves) who advocate the importance of healthy waterways, contribute to policies and programs and monitor waterway health. 
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