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Submission to the Essential Services Commission

Re: Melbourne Water 2026 Price Review — Community Engagement Program Funding
Date: 24 April 2026
Submitted by: Werribee River Association

Summary

The Werribee River Association respectfully urges the Essential Services Commission (ESC)
to reconsider its draft decision to reduce Melbourne Water’s proposed $7.9 million
investment in community engagement programs for the 202631 regulatory period.

The ESC’s concern that Melbourne Water has not provided sufficient evidence of community
demand does not reflect the experience of grassroots organisations such as ours, which
directly deliver these programs across the region. The evidence of public participation,
demand, and environmental benefit is strong. We invite the ESC to engage directly with
community delivery partners such as the Werribee River Association (WRA) and the
Maribyrnong River and Waterways Association (MRWA) to better understand the scope and
value of this investment.

ESC’s Rationale and Relevant Guidelines

Under the PREMO framework, the ESC assesses whether expenditure proposals reflect
genuine customer engagement and community priorities. The ESC’s own guidelines highlight
that engagement should reach “a wide range of customers, communities and stakeholders”
and that feedback should “guide submissions alongside legal obligations and the need to
invest in critical infrastructure.”

Melbourne Water’s partnership model with community associations demonstrates precisely
this kind of inclusive engagement. Through long-running community programs, the
organisation has built trust, awareness, and stewardship key outcomes that directly align with
ESC’s principles of accountability and customer-centric investment.
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Evidence of Community Demand: Program Delivery in
2025-26

Werribee River Association

As part of the WRA’s Melbourne Water partnership, the 2025-26 Melbourne Water delivery
program documents substantial community participation and measurable outcomes,
including:

e 200+ volunteer attendances across Friends of Lower Werribee River, Friends of
Cobbledicks Ford, and Friends of Werribee Park for monthly planting, weeding, and
habitat restoration.

e 2,300+ students engaged through school-based stormwater education, Western
Treatment Plant tours, and Melbourne Water community events.

e 2500+ community engaged at festivals and events

e 130+ community participants in the Pedestrian Footbridge Planting Day, delivered
in partnership with Victoria University and Microsoft.

« Citizen science programs including Port Phillip Bay monitoring (430+ samples),
Platypus Watch, and eDNA biodiversity surveys in collaboration with RMIT
University.

The Werribee River Association currently reaches around 1% of the population across three
local government areas Wyndham, Melton, and Moorabool. This engagement has been
achieved despite highly constrained funding and limited staff capacity.

In Wyndham, where 48% of residents were born outside Australia (ABS, 2021), investment
in inclusive and accessible environmental education, specifically water literacy is crucial. Yet
current funding is insufficient to sustain full-time staff or meet growing governance and
reporting requirements. This limits WRA’s reach within the community and its ability to raise
awareness and resilience around the Werribee River catchment.

The Werribee catchment, located in a double rain shadow belt with an average annual rainfall
of 520 mm, supports significant agricultural, industrial, and urban demand. This makes
community education and engagement essential to promoting sustainable water use and
protecting the ecological health of the river system.

Maribyrnong River and Waterways Association

The MRWA delivers equivalent community and environmental benefits through its
Melbourne Water partnership, coordinating volunteer restoration programs, citizen science
activities, and educational initiatives that help meet Melbourne Water’s statutory obligations
for waterway management and community engagement.
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Why This Investment Meets ESC Guidelines

ESC Criterion Evidence
Customer Thousands of community members, students, and volunteers are
engagement engaged annually through local partnerships.
Demonstrated Comprehensive attendance, education, and citizen science data
demand indicate growing community interest.

Volunteer labour and community knowledge deliver outcomes far

Value for money : Ly
y exceeding financial inputs.

Alignment with Supports Melbourne Water Outcome 3 (Healthy, resilient waterways)
outcomes and Outcome 5 (Valued partnerships).

The Concerned Waterways Alliance has warned that reducing investment in waterways
today “postpones rehabilitation costs which will need to be picked up by future generations.”
This applies equally to community capacity-building. Undermining the foundational
education, engagement, and trust built through these partnerships will set back waterway
restoration outcomes across the region.

Recommendation

The Werribee River Association urges the ESC to approve Melbourne Water’s proposed
$7.9 million community engagement investment in full.

Community driven environmental programs such as those delivered by WRA and MRWA
foster awareness, behavioural change, and lasting stewardship at minimal cost and enormous
social value. Continued underinvestment threatens the stability of local organisations, the
retention of skilled environmental staff, and the capacity to engage culturally diverse and
fast-growing communities in the west of Melbourne.

Funding these programs is not optional, it is integral to delivering Melbourne Water’s
statutory outcomes and ESC’s own objectives for customer engagement and long-term value
creation.

Contact:
David Tsardakis
Werribee River Keeper
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