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Rivers of the West 

Workshop 1, 19 March 2018, held at 60 
Leicester St, Carlton 
 

Introduction 
An initial ‘Rivers of the West’ workshop with community groups and members was held on Monday 
19 March 2018. The workshop was attended by 46 participants, including members of community 
groups, government agencies, and councils. A key focus of this workshop was to look at and consider 
issues relevant to law and policy reform for management of the rivers and waterways of western 
Melbourne. While urban streams and waterways are an important focus of this work, management 
of rural and peri-urban reaches of those waterways are also crucially important to their long-term 
health, amenity and landscape and community significance.  

Workshop program 
Following welcome and introductions, the workshop proceeded with two talks from experts and 
roundtable discussions and reporting back. The presentations were given by Associate Professor 
Chris Walsh from Melbourne University and Jillian McQuade from the City of Hume, on urban stream 
ecology and related land use planning respectively.  

Chris Walsh: In-stream ecology Rivers of the West 
A focus of Chris’ research and work in Melbourne’s urban waterways, including in the west, has been 
the protection and restoration of stream ecology through management of flows in urban areas. 
Specifically, the focus has been on managing stormwater to contribute to ecosystem health and/or 
restoration. The work of Chris and his colleagues has been influential and informative on Melbourne 
Water’s Healthy Waterway Strategy. A copy of Chris’ talk is available from the Urban Streams 
website. Highlights from Chris’ talk include: 

• Rivers in Melbourne’s west have considerably less mean annual discharge depth (in mm), 
particularly in comparison with rivers in Melbourne’s east 

• Amount of impervious surface in urban areas is important, but connected imperviousness 
(connection between those impervious surfaces and waterways) is more significant  

o Could consider ways of reducing the connections between impervious surfaces and 
waterways, rather than stymying urban development altogether  

• Combined effects of forest loss and urban development explains the pattern of adverse 
environmental impacts (as signified by loss of sensitive invertebrate families) in the western 
rivers 

• Using the ‘base case’—adjusting maps for urban growth, business-as-usual stormwater 
management, warmer climate, and less stream flow – the future for ecological health of 
these streams is even more grim after making these adjustments  

• Focus on the growth areas and improving beyond current ‘best practice’, given that the 
existing major urban growth areas have already had considerable impacts on rivers in the 
West 

https://urbanstreams.net/resources/RiversOfTheWestCJW.pdf
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• Riparian revegetation (e.g. restoring woodland redgum trees along waterways) could make a 
significant difference to the heath of rivers in the West. This could be a means of ‘climate-
proofing’ the streams 

• More sensitive treatment of stormwater in not only new developments, but also existing 
developments in the long term, could go even further to improving the condition of the 
rivers in the West into the future  

• Smart catchment management can mitigate climate change impacts and potentially reverse 
some past damage 

Jillian McQuade: strategic planning and rivers 
Jillian oversees strategic planning in the City of Hume, a municipality responsible not only for 
governing land use planning for a large area in the Maribyrnong River catchment but also the 
extensive urban growth fronts towns such as Sunbury. The interactions between land-use planning 
and waterway management is crucial to issues such as stream health, public amenity and landscape 
corridor protection along rivers and streams.  Highlights of Jillian’s talk included: 

• Strategic planning controls and opportunities only really available once a development has 
been proposed. Otherwise, ability to protect the health of rivers relatively limited. 

• Overlay controls are the main controls that could be used in relation to protecting rivers. 
Certain environmentally-focused overlays mostly used to protect existing values, but some 
are used to manage development 

• Case study of development plan overlay being used to mitigate the effects of urbanisation 
and protect an escarpment next to Jacksons Creek  

o Yarra River Act addressed the inconsistencies in controls in planning schemes 
surrounding the Yarra River, e.g. lack of a consistent SLO along the riverbanks 

Q&A 
We had an extensive question and answer session in response to Chris’ and Jillian’s talks. A selection 
of the responses to questions included: 

Do we need to talk to developers, not just planners? 

• controls can go a long way to control the plans of development  
• planners struggle to deal with environmental values in designing and implementing planning 

controls  

Will controls only work if they are mandatory, rather than discretionary? 

• There is difficulty of introducing mandatory controls—not the current ‘flavour’ 

Should river controls similar to those introduced for the Yarra be used in the West? 

• Controls in relation to Yarra will have an impact, will have to wait and see how beneficial 
they are 

What protections could be suggested from a scientific point of view? 

• The glaring omission of the Yarra River Act is its focus on the river corridor, rather than the 
entire catchment  

• Need to look beyond corridors of rivers in the West (e.g. addressing stormwater impacts) 
• Need to get other stakeholders involved in treating stormwater as a resource, rather than 

something to be discharged from the system, e.g. water retailers/distributors 
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• At the moment, there is a lack of demand to treat stormwater as a resource and a high 
volume of stormwater. Stormwater harvesting and filtration projects are needed.  

• Example of Sunbury in encouraging stormwater harvesting  
• The problem is compounded in urbanised areas, where most rainwater ends up running into 

the waterways  

Should there be a unified body/agency to implement a framework for Melbourne’s rivers, rather 
than a patchwork of stakeholders involved 

• Having a number of bodies involved in river management is not necessarily problematic, 
since they are “speaking the same language” and have interests in the same outcomes 

Won’t the harvesting of stormwater lead to less water leading into the waterways? 

• This is a timing problem, since in the West, it rains 100 days a year and there are large 
volumes all at once 

• ‘Base flows’ are important and the effect of the stormwater problem is lower base flows (i.e. 
when it is dry). When it rains, the waterways experience large volumes of polluted water 
during a short period of time 

• We need to focus on using infiltration systems to restore lost base flows (i.e. increase flows 
during times of drought) 

• We should be concerned with harvesting the appropriate amount of stormwater in order to 
protect the pre-urban water balance, given that urbanisation has significantly affected the 
water cycle in these areas, i.e. keeping 80% out of the streams during high volumes 

Is more water flowing through urban rivers in comparison with pre-industrial times? 

• There is more water flowing through these rivers on average per year, but it is a matter of 
timing and increased polluted flows during a short period of time 

• The difficulty lies in restoring degraded river systems although there is great potential to 
protect rivers that have not yet been significantly affected 

What should happen, from a planning and control point of view, to protect the riparian zones of 
high-priority areas that are currently facing issues such as weeds and cattle movement? 

• This is a challenging issue for the waterways and comments that Melbourne Water/local 
councils can help landowners to manage weeds/maintain fences etc.  

• Need to incentivise land management rather than using planning controls to force 
environmental protection  

• We may not have the political appetite for introducing strict controls to protect waterways, 
but residents may be more inclined to follow incentives 

How can 80% of stormwater practically be collected during big rainfall events?  

• You do not need a big volume to capture stormwater—the challenge is having enough 
demand to drain the stormwater storage before the next significant rainfall event, ie need 
small storages but big demand 

Group activity to identify priorities for law reform and what legal or governance tools 
might work best 
Participants in the workshop then divided into smaller groups at different tables and three questions 
were put to each: 
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1. Priority issues 
2. What do we want laws to achieve for these rivers and creeks? 
3. What legal or governance tools might work best or be appropriate and how relevant is the 

Yarra River Act? 

In response to these questions the room identified the following matters. Some reorganising of 
these matters has occurred in order that  they more accurately respond to the above questions.  

Priority issues snapshot 

• Group 1: 
o Improved access along rivers  
o Addressing stormwater runoff and pollution and treat stormwater before it is used for 

purposes such as irrigation 
o Supply water from elsewhere rather than relying on extraction from the rivers of the 

West 
• Group 2: 

o Address unregulated water extraction from the river 
o Address weed and pest management 
o Address a lack of quality data about the appropriate size of riparian zones 
o Address large-scale development of agricultural land in growth areas 
o In inner/urbanised areas, achieve greater collaboration and education of communities to 

generate awareness of the issues that the rivers of the West are facing 
o Greater understanding of river flows—i.e. where water comes from and flows to 

• Group 3: 
o Greater transparency 
o Greater community consultation and collaboration 
o Not waiting for the effects of the Yarra River Act to take hold, but rather developing 

a vision for the rivers in Melbourne’s west as well 
• Group 4:  

o Look at retrofitting water systems and using litter traps 
o Use of aquifers to store excess water during periods of rainfall 
o Increase water literacy, both within the community and developers/businesses 
o Focus on riparian and catchment zones (point of distinction from the Yarra River) 
o Not writing off rivers that are ‘too far gone’ 

• Group 5: 
o Inconsistent application of development controls 
o Inappropriate developments 
o Erosion in many creeks in the West, which necessitates a focus on entire catchment, 

rather than individual rivers and riparian zones 
o Address pollution through improved management of riparian zones  
o Convince the public of the value of the laws and regulations, rather than merely 

forcing them to comply 
• Group 6: 

o Closing off gaps and loopholes in current regulations and legislation 
o There is an erosion of ‘green wedges’ through planning decisions  
o Address degradation on a small scale [given cumulative impacts] 
o Predominant, recurring concern about appropriate size for riparian zone around 

waterways 
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• Group 7:  
o Concerns with over-development and the associated issues of lack of vegetation and 

setbacks 
o Particularly concerned about grasslands, as these are seriously endangered and 

fragmented ecosystems  
o Concerned about extraction of water from the Western waterways   

Law reform 
• Group 1 

o Recognition of the unique waterways in west 
o Need for up-to-date water quality standards with sufficient [EPA] capacity to enforce 

the rather than relying on community advocacy (e.g. using fines to encourage 
compliance) 

o More resources and greater powers of enforcement to address issues such as over-
extraction of water from Jacksons and Deep Creek 

o Mandatory restoration of quality riparian zones, enforceable and accountable 
o Protect and improve what we have 
o Establish a coordinating authority to manage waterway and riparian zone and 

catchment 
• Group 2 

o Move to performance based objectives in environmental law 
o Coordinated planning and controls across different municipalities 
o Best practice management 
o ‘Regional’ catchment strategy to be developed 
o Improved set-backs  

• Group 3 
o Get water flowing or stop (depending on creek) 
o Improved monitoring of extraction 
o Control pollution and runoff 
o Future development to follow new plans 
o Setbacks on rivers 
o Consistency in planning approvals 
o Need for mandatory controls rather than merely discretionary guidelines 

• Group 4 
o Protect lesser waterways such as Skeleton Creek 
o Focus should be on protection and remediation 
o Focus should be on incentives and controls (carrot AND stick) 

• Group 6 
o Mechanisms for enforcement, including third-party rights, should be expanded 
o Put environmental protection at the top of the list of priorities in planning for 

growth and development 
o Concerns about whether objective-based controls will be more beneficial for 

waterway health than performance-based controls 
o There is a piecemeal approach to regulating waterways and enforcing laws 
o Document regulatory standards better, so that at the very least current controls are 

better enforced—i.e. go for low-hanging fruit/what we can fix immediately, as 
opposed to aspiring to more stringent controls 
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Legal or governance tools:  
• Group 1 

o Melbourne Water should have authority to fence off a riparian buffer zone to 
protect Deep Creek, as well as research extent of buffer zone on riverbanks 
necessary for river health 

o Different departments working together 
o Planning reviews and expiry dates for instruments 
o Vic roads pulled into line for storm-water 
o Yarra River Act is relevant and basic principles and provisions would apply. 

Comparable legislation would need to deal with residential, industrial, rural land.  
• Group 2 

o In respect of the EPA, changes to enforcement, culture and regulatory standards 
o In respect of the EPA , Vic Roads to achieve improved run-off management 
o How much land to be left beside a water way? 

• Group 3 
o Management of stormwater using new methods and existing systems that could be 

improved 
o Looking at the role of VCAT and the extent to which they permit inappropriate 

developments 
• Group 4 

o Use a body like Melbourne Water, with expanded authority, to develop and 
implement better systems for stormwater treatment and harvesting  

o Greater consistency in decision-making between councils and agencies  
o Improved clarity and consistency in planning decisions 
o Jurisdictional clarity—too many players involved in the management of Melbourne’s 

waterways and a consistent approach is required. 
• Group 5 

o An issue is not lack of laws, but rather lack of enforcement of current laws, including 
concern with lack of funding for regulatory/enforcement bodies and political 
decisions that undermine the enforcement of laws 

• Group 6 
o The culture of enforcement should be addressed, as boosts in resources for 

enforcement have not necessarily aligned with improved enforcement on the 
ground 

• Group 7 
o Should arm organisations such as the EPA with an improved enforcement arm 
o Monitoring extraction of water and addressing pollution and runoff 
o Ensuring that new developments accord with current planning controls 
o Governance tools such as greater collaboration between government departments, 

pulling VicRoads into line to address stormwater, and acknowledging that the 
Maribyrnong river is mentioned in the Yarra River Act—but any law reform should 
be tailored to the particular issues that waterways in the West face, rather than the 
issues that the Yarra River faces more specifically 

Wrap-up 
In concluding the first workshop a few points and themes were noted. The first of these was an 
emphasis on issues of governance. This was evident in concerns about, for instance, fragmentation 
of management, poor enforcement and lack of scope for community or third party involvement in 
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effective waterway governance (including beyond ‘consultation’). Governance was also an issue in 
proposals leading up to the Yarra River Act, although some proposals such as third-party rights were 
not implemented.  

Secondly, there will be a need to distil particular policies and programs from the suggestions raised 
during the workshop. This may include creating diverse policy outcomes in relation to the particular 
waterways that community groups are connected to, given the geographical diversity of the 
waterways in the West. There is also the matter of taking an ambitious approach but tailoring this 
according to the particular waterways in question.  

Thirdly, in response to question about what will come out of the workshops, it is EJA’s intention 
along with our partner organisations to produce a set of policy proposals applicable to the western 
rivers. Additionally, attendees commented on the need to translate the workshops into action and 
putting pressure on politicians to take action, especially in the face of foreshadowed impacts of 
urbanisation and climate change.  

Conclusion 
This report covers the main content emerging out of the first workshop on proposals for reforming 
the laws and governance of Melbourne’s western rivers and waterways.  

This workshop is a first step is preparing a set of proposals that groups might use in campaigning for 
improved protections or governance outcomes, whether for environmental purposes, land and 
water management purposes, public amenity, cultural outcomes, open space management, and 
health and well-being outcomes.  
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