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Briefing Note 

A new generation of law and policy for Melbourne’s Western rivers and 
waterways 

Rivers and waterways of Melbourne’s west 

Melbourne’s western suburbs and surrounding hinterland are geographically distinctive. Comprising large 
areas of volcanic plains with ranges in the hinterland, Melbourne’s west is dissected by a series of 
important rivers and waterways. The larger of these are the Maribyrnong and Werribee Rivers. Other 
waterways of significance include Little River, Skeleton Creek, Laverton Creek, Cherry Creek, Kororoit 
Creeks and Moonee Ponds Creek. The great native grasslands across the plains and red gum woodlands 
along the rivers and creeks are now largely gone. Protection and restoration of remnants is variable.  

Our western rivers and waterways are among the main remnant natural features in this part of urban and 
peri-urban Melbourne. As with most urban waterways, these places have been the subject of extensive 
change as first settlement and then the city expanded westwards. The limited protective measures on the 
Yarra River in Melbourne’s east, such as retention of parklands and a ‘green’ corridor and closure of the 
upper catchment, are largely absent from the western rivers. Nonetheless, these places are especially 
important to communities in the west, to Traditional Owners, and to Melburnians generally.  

‘River law’ reform as an emerging model of waterway management: the Yarra River Protection (wilip-gin 
Birrarung murron) Act 2017 (Vic) (‘Yarra Act’) 

In 2017, the Victorian Parliament legislated for a new model of river governance and management, applied 

specifically to the Yarra River. A key feature of this legislation is establishment of a single, integrated scheme for 
most of the river corridor. This approach is unique insofar as the management of rivers and waterways historically 
under Australian law, both geographically and functionally, fragments waterways (eg between administrative 

regions and distinct legal regimes for land, land use, water, biodiversity, and so on).  

The Yarra Act contains certain important features within broad ‘framework’ legislation. These key features include:  

• a single Strategic Plan to be applied to the river corridor and impacting on public authorities;  

• independent institutions in the form of a Birrarung Council and reporting role for the Sustainability 

Commissioner;  

• a strong set of governing principles;  
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• a symbolic and governance role for Traditional Owners; and  

• the intention that the river be recognised as a single ‘living and integrated natural entity.’  

The Yarra Act model, based on these key features, can be adapted to other circumstances, such as the larger rivers 
in Melbourne’s West. Development of key measures under the Act, such as the Yarra Strategic Plan and the 

Birrarung Council, is currently underway and their success will be crucial to the overall success of this ‘river law’ 
model.  

Adaptation of the Yarra Act model to Melbourne’s west would need to occur in a manner mindful of opportunities 

as well as differences in circumstances. For example, river corridor planning, independent oversight and strong 
Indigenous perspectives, under the authority of stand-alone legislation, can establish a powerful base for long-term 

management and restoration.  

Legal and regulatory frameworks currently applying to the rivers and waterways of Melbourne’s west 

As with all rivers and waterways across Victoria, those in Melbourne’s west are governed by a number of legal 
regimes. Planning law, water legislation and biodiversity laws are among key legal frameworks, with attendant 

institutions. There is also geographic fragmentation across various Council areas. Unlike the Yarra, there has been 
little review or assessment of river management in the west and there is a relative paucity of overarching planning 

guidance or direction.  

Key issues 

There are several compounding issues affecting the rivers of Melbourne’s west contributing to the need for a new 
approach to their management. Some of these issues are long-standing and typical of urban impacts on waterways; 

others are more recent. The evidence base for effective management of these waterways going forward is also 
limited or absent is key respects (such as in relation to flora and fauna).  

• Fragmented governance and lack of strong and transparent legal foundations protecting rivers and 

waterways. 

• Highly modified hydrology (flows), as a result of storage, extraction, impervious surfaces, removal of native 

vegetation, and interception activities , which contributes to stressed in-stream biodiversity. 

• Impacts of rapid urbanisation on riparian lands, catchments and waterways themselves. 

• Poor water quality, which results from various factors such as point-source pollutants, stormwater or rural 

runoff, and also contributes to stressed in-stream biodiversity. 

• Historic loss of native vegetation along rivers and waterways in the adjacent catchments.  

• Limited access to river areas and amenity. 

• Lack of connected environmental corridors along rivers and waterways 
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• Lack of protection of significant landscapes and landscape features 

What commitments are we seeking? 

EJA, Friends of Steele Creek, Friends of Maribyrnong Valley, and the Werribee River Association are seeking political 
commitment to law reforms benefiting Melbourne’s western rivers. We wish to see political parties’ make public 

commitment in election platforms to: 

• Extend the Yarra Act model of ‘river legislation’ to the Maribyrnong and Werribee Rivers, with appropriate 
adaptations, and 

• Improve legal protections and restoration measures for other waterways in Melbourne’s west; 

• Achievement of these reforms in the next term of Parliament.  

Representatives of our organisations are available to continue the discussions around law reform for Melbourne 
western rivers. We think the opportunity presented by a new generation of ‘river law’ reform is an exciting one and, 

done well and effectively, can contribute to healthy and bountiful rivers and waterways for which the whole 
community will act as guardians.  
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