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Rivers of the West 

Community workshop: Options and models 

 

Overview 

The third community workshop on law reform for the rivers of Melbourne’s west was held on 28 May 

2018 at the Brimbank Community and Civic Centre. The focus of this workshop was on possible 

options and models for law reform. Participants were invited to consider a range of possible law 

reform models and to discuss the strengths and weaknesses of each with regard to their vision for 

the future of the rivers of the west. 

The workshop was attended by 30 people, including individual citizens, members of community 

groups, and government representatives. 
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Options and models 

At the beginning of the workshop, Dr Bruce Lindsay introduced three models of law reform that could 

improve the legal and policy protections for the rivers of the west. These options are summarized in 

the following table:  

OPTION SCOPE OF REFORM CHARACTERISTICS 

Incremental change Within existing legal and 

policy frameworks and using 

existing laws (with scope for 

reform of those laws) 

Focus change on improving, 

adapting and better applying 

existing instruments to 

improve environmental and 

public outcomes 

River laws New legislation for 

Maribyrnong and Werribee 

Rivers 

Adapt and apply the Yarra Act 

model to main rivers and 

strengthen existing tools for 

better protection of urban 

creeks 

Green infrastructure law Radical new legislative 

framework 

Enact urban rivers and 

waterways law with focus on 

major restoration of western 

rivers and waterways as base 

for a ‘green infrastructure’ 

model—extensive 

connectivity and a new 

approach to urban design 

 

Scale 1 

Participants were then asked to indicate which model they preferred to adopt as a draft proposal for 

law reform. There was strong support for Option 3 (Green infrastructure law), some support for 

Option 2 (River laws) and very little support for Option 1 (Incremental change). As this same exercise 

was repeated at the end of the workshop—and participants’ preferences were largely unchanged— 

the scale is shown on page 5. 
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Small group discussion 1 

Participants were next asked to form five smaller groups in which to discuss which aspects of each 

model they are most concerned about, and which aspects they are most excited about. The following 

is a summary of their discussions: 

Option 1: Incremental change 

Participants are concerned that: 

 It is the status quo and it hasn’t worked—monitoring and enforcement will remain weak, 

funding and staffing will remain insufficient, Aboriginal perspectives will continue to be 

ignored, and community interests will continue to be sidelined. 

 It is not driven by an overarching strategy and therefore fails to address fundamental 

challenges such as climate change and rapid population growth. 

 It is too convoluted, involving too many bodies, and risks creating too many loopholes. 

Participants are excited that: 

 It offers a familiar operating environment for policy makers, planners and community, 

meaning that small changes could happen relatively quickly. 

Option 2: River laws 

Participants are concerned that: 

 It does not provide protection for minor creeks, waterways and the Port Phillip Bay. 

 It risks importing limitations from the Yarra River Act. 

Participants are excited that: 

 It takes Aboriginal perspectives into consideration. 

 It is stronger than existing protections. 

 It involves the community. 

 It creates a positive profile for the rivers. 

 It is based on the Yarra River Act and can therefore build on existing momentum, draw from 

existing legislation, and benefit from a strong political argument that the west deserves 

equal protection. 

Option 3: Green infrastructure law 

Participants are concerned that: 

 The “green” label would not be popular, and risks framing river protection as a zero-sum 

game between people and nature. 

 It will take a long time. 

 It could spark division within communities. 

 The proposal is not yet detailed enough. 

 It will face tough opposition from developers, and potentially from people chasing the ‘home 

owner’s dream’. 

 It is so broad that local issues and community concerns will be lost. 
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Participants are excited that: 

 It offers an ambitious vision that will inspire and mobilise communities, and help to build 

political will for major legislative change. 

 It vastly improves livability and health outcomes for people in the west. 

 It incorporates Aboriginal perspectives. 

 It takes a holistic approach, encompassing the entire river system, including minor creeks 

and waterways, riparian zones and catchments. 

 It recognizes the economic value of ecological processes. 

 It is groundbreaking, and if it works, could become a template for the whole of Victoria.  

 

 

Small group discussion 2 

The second round of discussion occurred within the same small groups. The groups were asked to 

discuss whether they could think of other models, or a combination of the proposed models, that 

could deliver their visions for the rivers of the west. The following is a summary of the ideas 

generated by these discussions: 

 Traditional Owner co-management, with priority given to indigenous perspectives and 

protecting indigenous heritage (including a possible veto power for TOs on new 

developments). 

 Volunteer credit (state or private infrastructure investment in exchange for volunteer hours 

to encourage community participation in river restoration). 

 Option 2 + (River laws applied to minor waterways as well as major rivers). 
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 A state-wide or catchment-wide model with zoning (e.g. regional, urban, middle and upper 

catchment zones). 

 Greater public ownership of land to secure riparian zones and bio links. 

 ‘Led by the West’ (the regulatory regime recognises the West as the centre of Melbourne’s 

population growth, with urban development led by the West). 

 ‘Livability Act’ (protects water, biodiversity, indigenous heritage and public access). 

 ‘Custodian zones’ (zones with provision for greater monitoring and enforcement, biodiversity 

covenants, and public access). 

 ‘Connection to nature’ embedded in all political decision making. 

  ‘Bio systems infrastructure law’ (protects water, land and air). 

 

Scale exercise 

At the end of the workshop participants were again asked to indicate the law reform model that they 

would prefer to work towards. There was very little shift in participant’s preferences during the 

workshop, and their final preferences are captured below: 

 

 

Further information 

Dr Bruce Lindsay, Lawyer, Environmental Justice Australia 

T: 03 8341 3100 

E: bruce.lindsay@envirojustice.org.au   
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