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18 September 2013

Office of Living Victoria

Email address: info@olv.vic.gov.au

Dear Sir/Madam 

Subject:  Melbourne’s Water Future
We, the Yarra Riverkeeper Association, are a not for profit, community based organisation that aims to protect and restore the Yarra River and its environs, for current and future generations.

Since our formation in 2004, we have helped Melburnians appreciate the Yarra’s significant values, and its central role in Melbourne’s liveability.  We have also been active in tackling the adverse urban impacts on the river, such as water pollution, water extraction and loss of riparian vegetation.  
We congratulate OLV on drafting this comprehensive discussion document on the important subject of Melbourne’s Water Future.  We support much of its content.  But for the sake of efficiency our submission herein focusses on what we consider are its shortcomings, the main ones being:
· It fails to acknowledge the fundamental role of the Yarra River in the water cycle, and
· it understates the importance of factors affected waterways, other than stormwater.  In particular it omits the needs to restore the Yarra’s natural flows and to protect the Yarra’s green environs.
We welcome further opportunities to provide input to Melbourne’s Water Future.
Yours faithfully
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Ian Penrose

Riverkeeper, for and on behalf of the Yarra Riverkeeper Association
The Yarra River is a fundamental part of the water cycle.

It is stated
 that our natural waterways “represent our most fundamental and important water assets” and their health “is crucial to our liveability and environment”.  We agree strongly.  
Our waterways, principally the Yarra River, are our main sources of water.  But this important fact is glossed over in the document.  The description of Melbourne’s water supply
 talks about the forested catchments, dams
 and pipes, but makes no mention of the source waterways.  It is akin to saying that milk comes from dairies rather than cows.  For a document promoting the management of the entire water cycle, this is a major oversight.
The oversight is compounded by the document always referring to Melbourne’s reticulated water as “drinking water”.  This refers to the water’s quality, an important consideration in the discussion about “fit for purpose” water, but it is a misleading descriptor in the consideration of water sources, where we urge use of a phrase such as “river water” instead of “drinking water”.
Another oversight is that there is no mention of the considerable quantities of river water harvested by private diversions and dams in the Yarra catchment.  This water, which does not go through the reticulated supply system, amounts to nearly 50 GL per year
.   

1. Need to restore Yarra River flows.
A serious and consequential shortcoming of overlooking the Yarra’s fundamental role is that the impact on it of Melbourne’s current water supply system is ignored. The damming and extraction of the Yarra’s water have significantly and adversely altered both the quantity and pattern of river flows.  It has degraded the health and values of the Yarra particularly in its middle and upper reaches.  
The many native plants and animals that live in and by the river have evolved in sympathy with its natural flows.  Critical aspects of their lifecycles are dependent on different flow levels and flow “events”
. 
But the level of biodiversity and abundance of species are also and obviously dependent on the Yarra’s size, i.e. the amount of water flowing down it.   The river’s social values are similarly dependent on its size, as it is a major factor in water-based recreation (important to the city’s liveability) and Melbourne’s heritage (important to our sense of place).
One of the stated goals is to restore the natural flows in waterways in urban areas, which suffer from excessive stormwater run-off.  We believe a goal of no less importance is to restore the natural flows in the peri-urban and rural reaches of the Yarra, which suffer (conversely) from over-extraction.  
There are several worthwhile reasons for harvesting stormwater and wastewater but a key reason not given is to reduce Melbourne’s reliance on and usage of Yarra River water
 
.  
We urge OLV to set a clear numerical target in this regard.  It could be in the form of a smaller consumptive Bulk Entitlement held by Melbourne Water and water retailers, which we believe is currently 400 GL per annum.  
However, this fixed entitlement does not take account of climate variability.  For instance in 2008, water consumption was much less than 400 GL, but flows in the Yarra
 were reduced to 25% of the natural level (ie without extraction) in that year.  
We therefore recommend that OLV set and pursue a target like, “River flows in the Yarra are as close to natural as possible – with the level being at least two-thirds
 of natural at all times
”.  

2. River health requires more than stormwater management.
We agree strongly with the stated objective to protect our urban waterways, but we do not agree with the statement
 that “the condition of our waterways is primarily a consequence of …urban stormwater run-off, and the discharge of wastewater”.  The document focuses disproportionately on urban stormwater pollution, giving little if any attention to Melbourne’s other impacts on waterway health.  
We do not question the importance and value of improved stormwater management for all the good reasons explained.  Our concern is that this will overshadow or detract from necessary measures to tackle the other challenges from urbanisation that our waterways face.  Two important challenges omitted in the document
 are:

· Melbourne’s reliance on the Yarra and other waterways as our main water source (discussed above) and
· The loss of the green and vegetated environs of the Yarra from the pressure of urban growth and encroaching development (discussed below).

3. Need to protect the Yarra’s green environs.
The document discusses the need to “green our suburbs” for a host of good reasons
.  We agree.  Green, natural open spaces are important for amenity and liveability, and vital to community well-being.   They also provide habitat for native plants and animals.

Some of Melbourne’s most popular green open spaces are the natural environs of the Yarra, which provide unique opportunities for recreation and getting “in touch” with nature.  They also support a large number of indigenous species, for many of which the continuity and vegetation of the river corridor are vital for their survival.  

But the Yarra’s green environs continue to shrink from the pressure of urban growth and encroaching development.  In the Lower Yarra the erection of huge apartment buildings is the most obvious problem, but just as damaging is the cumulative impact of many developments on single home sites.  In the upper reaches of the river, the problem is that indigenous vegetation is being cleared to make way for expanding suburbia, infrastructure, new golf courses and the like
. 
In its role to improve Melbourne’s liveability we urge OLV to address this issue through seeking much better planning controls along the river corridor.  At present the state’s planning system is failing badly in this regard.  It would be illogical if simultaneous with OLV’s efforts to enhance our green parks (eg with harvested stormwater) more of our best green spaces along the Yarra and other waterways are smothered under concrete. 
Other matters

i. Chronology of Government’s achievements

There are four important omissions from the list of achievements
, namely:

· 1 July 2011 – The Victorian Environment Water Holder, a new statutory body responsible for managing the state’s water holdings and deciding on environmental releases down the Yarra and other waterways, commences operation.

· 21 September 2011 – The Yarra River’s environmental flows program, which is vital to the river’s health, starts with the first water release by Melbourne Water from the Upper Yarra Reservoir.
· 8 October 2012 - Victorian Government announces a new plan to co-ordinate a five-year $1 billion works agenda for a cleaner Yarra River and Port Phillip Bay.

· 14 October 2012 – Victorian Government commences major reforms of the State Planning Scheme to protect the Yarra River corridor from encroaching development.
ii. Melbourne’s Population Growth
The document acknowledges that one of the major challenges facing Melbourne’s water future is a growing population.   Population is the key determinant of the level of water demand, the volumes of wastewater and stormwater, and the amount of pollution – all of which adversely affect Melbourne’s liveability.  Whilst the population grows (and our resources remain finite) Melbourne can never achieve sustainability.  We do not share OLV’s optimism that its “new approach will meet the demands of future population growth” 
.
Given the negative impacts of population growth, it is disappointing that the document does not question the wisdom of this growth.  OLV may consider that this is none of its business and it can do no more than apply the government’s population forecasts.  We disagree.  Given the overriding impact that population growth has on both Melbourne’s water future and Melbourne’s liveability, it is very much OLV’s business.  

At the very least - but certainly not sufficient - the text and diagrams should show a range of population projections which includes a no-growth scenario.  That scenario would presumably have a flat demand for water which would have huge benefits for Melbourne’s water future
.
Educating and engaging the community

We agree that our water future is dependent on a much better educated and engaged community.  In fact this is the raison d’etre of our organisation.  We have run over 600 successful educational events about waterway health and water management to a combined audience of over 25,000 people, and are therefore disappointed that our registration of interest for Living Victoria Fund support for our educational program was not accepted
.

It is stated
 that the “community now wants an engaged and meaningful role in planning and decision making about the future of the water cycle.”  It is clear that the community is also very interested in their local waterways and wants them restored and protected
. 

It is proposed
 that there be greater transparency in information regarding the water cycle.  The stated list of information types however omits some important parameters which are important to community engagement.  They include (a) the volume of river water being consumed, and (b) water quality in our waterways.  Ideally this information would be reported at least quarterly
 
.
iii. Sewerage backlog program

One clear message in the document is that the current approach of transporting wastewater over long distances in very costly
, and opportunities should be pursued to treat and use wastewater locally
 
.  
This raises a question about the government’s long-standing sewerage backlog program.  This program has considerable merit where septic tanks cannot treat wastewater to meet environmental and public health standards, for example where household block sizes are too small to contain the effluent.  But this program is missing opportunities to “use local water locally”. 
A case in point is in parts of the Shire of Nillumbik
 where large block sizes can readily accommodate on-site wastewater treatment, which would not only be more cost-effective than reticulated sewerage but also allow local water to be used locally.  We ask OLV to review the sewerage backlog program quickly before such opportunities are lost, and to establish regulatory support for local water use
.     
iv. Water performance of homes

We support the idea that buildings be checked for their “water performance” in the same way that motor vehicles are checked for road-worthiness.  The check should include not only water efficiency, raingardens and water tanks, but also the integrity of the property’s waste and stormwater plumbing.  Improper plumbing is known to be a significant cause of sewage pollution of our waterways.
v. Water pricing
We support moves
 to increase the usage component of water bills and reduce the fixed component as this will give greater encouragement to use water wisely.
We also believe that water pricing should reflect all the costs incurred throughout the whole water cycle.  They include the loss of environmental and social values from (a) water extracted from waterways, (b) pollution entering waterways, and (c) damage to riverine environs (loss of green space).  These costs are currently not paid by water consumers
 or polluters, or property developers, and thus are being unfairly carried by the general community and future generations
.
vi. Watsons Creek

We are very concerned that consideration
 may be given to constructing another water storage reservoir in the Yarra catchment, particularly in the very sensitive location of Watsons Creek. 
� Section 3.5 on page 84.


� Section 2.8.1 on page 32 and elsewhere


� Section 3.3 on page 33 talks about our dams running dry during droughts.  The community is also concerned about our waterways running dry.


� Source: Melbourne Water estimate.  The text and figures on page 32 do not mention this usage.


� This underlies the purpose of the state government/Melbourne Water’s Yarra environmental flows program.    


� Section 2.2 4th dot point should show that increased use of stormwater will also reduce need for river water. 


� Initiative 3.3.5 to reduce farm use of reticulated water should also include use of private diversions and dams which affect our waterways. 


� Source Melbourne Water based on flows at Warrandyte gauging station.


� “Two-thirds of natural” is a recognised rule of thumb used by eminent river scientists, such as Prof Peter Cullen.


� As measured at midway down the Yarra, say Warrandyte.  The proportion would be lower upstream and higher downstream.


� Section 3.5 on page 84.


� Section 3.5 on page 84.


� Refer to Initiative 3.2.4 on page 58.  Also section 2.8.4 final dot point, and photo caption on page 44.


� Refer to Initiative 3.5.5. on page 88.


� Pages 14-15


� Section 3.4 page 75


� We question the explanatory note to water demand scenarios on page 27 that suggests that under zero population growth water demand would continue to grow.


� We engage the community on water health, along the lines described in Initiative 3.5.1 on page 86.


� Page 22


� Refer, for example, to Melbourne Water’s Community Perceptions – 2012 market research study


� Page 26.  Also Initiative 3.5.6 on page 88.


� This matter is being considered by the government’s Yarra and Bay Taskforce


� Initiative 3.4.6 on page 79 should include this important data.


� Section 2.8.3 on page 34


� Section 3.1on page 42 states that communities perceive this as beneficial for them. 


� Initiative 3.2.2 on page 56 promotes using local water locally: likewise initiative 3.3.1 on page 68.


� The diagram on page 29 shows that costs of transporting wastewater are highest in Nillumbik. 


� Refer to initiative 3.3.7 on page 73.


� Initiative 3.3.8 on page 74


� In particular, water retailers pay nothing for the water resource, refer to Initiative 3.4.9 on page 80.


� Initiative 3.4.4 on page 78 does not go far enough in pricing these intangible costs.


� Case study on page 81.
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Yarra Riverkeeper Association Inc. P.O. Box 320, Fairfield VIC 3078

ABN: 95 339 378 852 www.yarrariver.org.au
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