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WATERWAYE ALLIAMNCE

Concerned Waterways Alliance Submission to the

Essential Services Commission

Re: Melbourne Water Price Review 2026

Introduction

The Concerned Waterways Alliance (CWA) welcomes the opportunity to comment on
Melbourne Water’s 2026 Price Review, as presented through the October 2025 full
submission, the May 2025 Public Playback, and supporting material.

CWA is a network of community, catchment, and waterway advocacy groups across
southern Victoria including the entire Port Phillip and Western Port basins. We engage
extensively with Melbourne Water, water corporations, DEECA, catchment management
authorities and local governments. Our submission draws on:

CWA's previous Melbourne Water Playback submission (May 2025) highlighting
deficiencies in transparency, environmental delivery, stormwater regulation,
waterway protection, and cost-shifting to communities.

CWA concerns regarding the decline of the waterways under Melbourne Waters’
management, as recognised in their Healthy Waterways Strategy (HWS) and
reiterated in the Waterways & Drainage Investment Plan 2021-26 and further
expanded in the Birrarung in the State of Yarra Report 2023 by the Commissioner

of Environmental Sustainability.

Observations from the ESC's 2021 Final Decision (PS21), including concerns
about insufficient evidence for meeting HWS targets, expenditure programs,
engagement depth, and alignment with customer priorities.

' Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability Victoria, State of the Birrarung (Yarra) and lts Parklands
2023 Report, Victorian Government, 2023, htips://www.cesvic.gov.au/publications-library/stata-
birrarung-yarra-and-is-parkiands-202 3-report



« Observations regarding the ESC Guidance to Melbourne Water.

We support a pricing structure that is fair, transparent, aligned with environmental
protection, and delivers genuine targeted improvements to waterway health, not ocne
which simply attempts to slow the rate of waterway health decline.

While it has been the practice of the CWA to comment after the ESC releases a draft
determination, we have taken this opportunity to make a submission now to bring a
number of important matters to the attention of the Commission.

Whilst Melbourne Water is a regulated provider of bulk water and sewerage services, it
also serves as the regional Waterways and Drainage, Floodplain manager and
Catchment Management Authority for the Port Phillip and Westernport basins. In this
vital role, itis responsible for maintaining and improving the health and ecological
condition of waterways, managing wholesale stormwater and drainage systems,
protecting urban rivers and natural wetlands, improving urban runoff water quality and
supporting biodiversity and Traditional Owner values.

We respectfully request the Commission give particular attention to how the
submission addresses (or omits) Melbourne Water's statutory and ecological
responsibilities as well as its performance in managing the health of waterways,
wetlands, and catchments. Our primary focus is the main funding vehicle for an upliftin
waterway health outcomes in Melbourne Water’s jurisdiction, the Waterways and
Drainage Charge.

Is the proposed Waterways and Drainage Charge
adequate to reverse acknowledged waterway decline?

Melbourne Water's own documents, including the Waterways and Drainage Investment
Plan Summary 2021-26 and the 2026 Price Submission (October 2025), have clearly
acknowledged that the health of Greater Melbourne’s waterways and wetlands is in
long-term decline and that “without increased action and investment, this decline will
accelerate” [Melbourne Water, 2021; 2025].

In this context, CWA urges the ESC to carefully examine whether the proposed
Waterways and Drainage Charge (WDC]) is:

« Sufficiently funded to halt and reverse waterway health degradation with a much
needed uplift in activity, rather than simply slow it; and

« Strategically allocated to meet the base needs and most urgent waterway
ecological rehabilitation needs, including natural wetland protection and



renewal, sediment removal and urban water quality control, plus provision of
habitat connectivity.

We note with concern that the per-household Waterways and Drainage Charge in the
metropolitan area is proposed to decrease in real terms for residential customers from
$106.46 in 2023-24 to $103.40 by 2026-This is inconsistent with both the community’s
stated willingness to fund greater waterway protection and the substantial rising cost of
ecological rehabilitation.

This reduction is in the face of Melbourne Water’s own reporting in the Healthy
Waterways Strategy Review in late 2024, which identifies significant failures to meet the
objectives and targets for every catchment across the region.

Itis the understanding of the CWA that since the amalgamation of the Port Phillip and
Western Port Catchment Management Authority with Melbourne Water in 2022 the
Waterways and Drainage charge is , now required to fund the catchment management
functions, without the external fund-raising work associated with the formerly
independent catchment management authority. This change is adding to the pressure
on the Waterways and Drainage Charge, adding further demands which stretches the
funding even further.

Has Melbourne Water delivered promised waterway and wetland
outcomes in 2021-267

As stated, Melbourne Water's own reporting indicates that key environmental cutcomes
funded through the Waterways and Drainage Charge have not been delivered over the
current pricing period. While some operational and customer outcomes are rated as
“on-track” or “met”, the Healthy Waterways Strategy (HWS) Mid-Term Review and
Melbourne Water's 2024-25 Outcomes Performance Report together show that the
most critical waterways and wetlands objectives are off-track or deteriorating.



Tracking targets in the Healthy Waterways Strategy annually keeps us
focused on the things that matter

ane are are

on track slightly off track significantly off track

I lime with the mid-term review, the 2024 annual report continues to show that Vegetation
extent and malntenance, environmental water and stormwater are the main targets
that are behind where we need to be.

Figure 1: Graphic fraom https:/healthywaterways. com.awannual-summaries/ 2024

Natural wetlands

In its 2024-25 Outcomes Performance Report, Melbourne Water classifies the Natural
Wetlands program as off-track. Of the 20 priority natural wetlands identified at the time
of the 2021 Price Submission, eight are now either lost, imminently lost to development,
or inaccessible for condition assessment due to their location on private land, an
increase from the previous year. Only 12.5 hectares of natural wetland area were
maintained in 2024-25, against an expected 60 hectares per year for the pricing period
(PS21).

The HWS Science and Implementation Inquiries® confirm that four natural wetlands
(=114 ha) have been effectively lost since the Healthy Waterways Strategy commenced
in 2018, with around 14 regional priority wetlands under imminent threat from

* Melbourne Water (2024), Healthy Waterways Strategy — Mid-term Review: Science Inguiry; Healthy
Waterways Strategy — Mid-term Review: Implementation Inquiry; and Healthy Waterways Strategy — Mid-
term Review: Summary, Melbourne Water Corporation, Melbourne.

Science Inguiry: https://mwhwsstorage, blob.corewindows.net/files/2024-
0&/Healthy20Waterway*205trategy-Mid-term% 20Review-3ciencae® 20l nguiry. pdf

Implemantation Inguiry: htips://mwhwsstorage.blob.corewindows net/filas/2024-
06/Healthy¥%20Waterway*205trategy-Mid-term % 20Raview-Implemeantation%200nguiry, pdf

Summary: hitps://mwhwsstorage.blob.core windows, net/files/2024-

08 Healthy¥20Waterway¥ 20Strategy -Mid -term % 20Review-Summary. pof



urbanisation. Despite some tools and working groups being established, the
Implementation Inquiry explicitly concludes that this situation is “clearly not on track™
and that performance objectives for wetland protection require urgent strengthening.

This is manifestly evident in the shortfall on project spending of the already small
amount allocated to this issue. Of a total 5-year target budget of $1.5 million for the
natural wetlands management program, less than half of it will have been spent by
2025-26%, It is the CWA’s understanding that this is largely due to artificial ceiling on
staffing numbers leaving under resourced teams struggling to implement meaningful
projects.

In other words, during the period when customers have funded enhanced wetland
protection through the Waterways and Drainage Charge, priority sites have continued to
be lost.

Headwater streams

The Science Inquiry”® identifies ongoing proposals to pipe approximately 50 km of
headwater streams and modify a further 209 km of streams within the urban growth
boundary. Melbourne Water has not demonstrated systematic use of alternative, less
damaging approaches or retrofitting of wetlands and assets to meet HWS targets.

The Implementation Inquiry calls for urgent changes to mapping, planning controls and
performance objectives to prevent further loss of headwater streams in growth areas.

This evidence suggests that headwater stream protection outcomes promised under
the Healthy Waterways Strategy have not been realised in practice during the current
pricing period (PS21).

Stormwater and pollution management

The HWS Mid-Term Review finds that since 2018, around 1,700 hectares of additional
impervious surface have been created in stormwater priority areas, already more than
half of the total predicted for 2028, This increase in hard surfaces is expected to drive
declines in macroinvertebrates in at least 12 sub-catchments.

Only about 7% of the additional runoff from new development is being managed
through harvesting, evapotranspiration or infiltration, even though management plans
exist for about 33% of the 10-year target. Most stormwater sub-catchments are
assessed as off-track to some degree. The threat from industrial areas, particularly

I Melbourne Water (2025), Customer Qutcomes Performance Report 2024-25, available at:
https:/fwww.melbournewater.com.au/mediafeyIZWRpYSIE|jI5M]k2In0%253 D/downloads

4 Melbourne Water (2024), Healthy Waterways Strategy — Mid-term Review: Science Inguiry, Melbourne
Water Corporation, Melbourne. Available at:

https://mwhwsstorage, blob.core.windows. net/files/2024-06/Healthy? 20Waterwayp 205t rategy-Mid
term%20Beview-Sciance 20 nguiry, pdf



toxicants and heavy metals, is rated as increasing in 11 sub-catchments, with suitable
treatment options are ‘not yet mature’.

The Implementation Inquiry therefore concludes that stormwater, water for the
environment and vegetation are the most critical and most off-track performance
objective groups, requiring urgent refocused effort and uplift in investment.

Stormwater Quality Offsets — structural weaknesses and policy concerns

Melbourne Water’s Price Submission describes its stormwater quality offset program as
a flexible option for developments unable to meet onsite best practice stormwater
standards. While offsets can be appropriate in limited cases, the current framework
raises significant concerns. Melbourne Water acknowledges that the General
Stormwater Quality Charge has not been updated since 2014 and is priced “below
cost-reflectivity”, meaning developers may find it cheaper to pay the offset than deliver
required onsite treatment. This creates a perverse incentive that undermines Victorian
Planning Policy, shifts long-term stormwater and pollution impacts onto the community,
and likely contributes to the already off-track stormwater performance objectives
identified in the HWS Mid-term Review.

Although Melbourne Water states that the offset rate is under review, it provides no
assurance that the revised charge will fully reflect the true cost of nitrogen reduction,
cumulative growth impacts, or the increasing cost of restoring stormwater-degraded
catchments. The Submission also does not demonstrate whether offset-funded works
deliver ecological equivalence to onsite treatment, a critical failing given the identified
shortfalls in stormwater harvesting, infiltration and pollution control.

Given Melbourne Water's statutory responsibility for protecting waterway health, the
ESC should require that the offset system is appropriately costed, environmentally
effective, and consistent with planning policy intent. Without clear evidence, thereis a
real risk that the offset mechanism is facilitating environmentally harmful development
patterns and externalising long-term remediation costs onto Melbourne Water's
broader customer base.

Regional Performance Objectives overall

At mid-term review of the HWS, only 22 of 45 Regional Performance Objectives were
assessed as meeting expectations. The remainder are slightly or significantly off-track,
and many of these relate directly to stormwater, water for the environment, vegetation
and wetlands all of which are core ecological determinants of waterway health.



Area / Outcome

What was promised or implied

What actually occurred (2021-26 evidence)

Assessment

MNatural wetlands

Headwater
streams

Stormwater
volumes (harvest
& infiltration)

Stormwater
pollution

Protection and maintenance of
20 priority natural wetlands, with
~60 ha per year maintained
through revegetation, fencing
and pest control, funded via the
Waterways and Drainage
Charge.

Recognition of headwaters as
critical assets in the Healthy
Waterways Strategy, with
objectives to maintain function
and condition in growth areas.

10-year HWS targets for
harvesting and infiltrating runoff
in stormwater priority areas, with
the Strategy relying on these to
maintain river health under
urban growth.

Programs, standards and
guidelines to manage pollution
from urbanisation, including

Program rated off-track. Only 12.5 ha maintained in
2024-25. 8 of 20 priority wetlands now lost,
imminently lost to development, or inaccessible on
private land which is up from previous year.
Independent HWS review reports 114 ha of natural
wetlands effectively lost since 2018, and ~14
regional priority wetlands at imminent risk.

HWS threats assessment identifies 50 km of
headwater streams proposed to be piped and 209
km modified within UGB. Implementation Inquiry
finds no evidence of systematic use of softer
engineering or retrofitting to meet objectives, and
calls for urgent strengthening of policy and planning
controls.

~1,700 ha of new impervious surface already
created in priority areas (more than half of 2028
expectation). Only 7% of additional runoff currently
managed, despite plans for 33% of the 10-year
target; most stormwater sub-catchments off-track.

HWS Science Inquiry finds best practice guidelines
focus on nutrients/sediment and do not adequately
manage toxicants and heavy metals from industrial

Qutcome not delivered;
decline during pricing
period. Environmental
loss despite targeted
funding.

Outcome not delivered;
significant future loss
likely without major
change.

Significantly off-track;
growing stormwater
threat to rivers and
wetlands.

Outcome not yet
delivered; pollution
threat increasing.



(industrial &
construction)

Regional
Performance
Objectives
(RPOs)

industrial areas and
construction phases.

45 RPOs across values,
conditions and threats to guide
progress toward 2028 targets.

MNote: Table data derived from:

areas; threat from industrial areas rated increasing
in 11 sub-catchments; treatment options “not yet

mature”.

Mid-term evaluation finds only 22 of 45 RPOs are Mixed performance;
meeting expectations; many off-track objectives many critical objectives
relate directly to stormwater, water for the off-track.

environment, vegetation and wetlands.

Essential Services Commission (Victoria) & Melbourne Water (2025), Melbourne Water OQutcomes Performance Report 2024-25, Essential Services
Commission, Melbourne. Available at:
hitps:/fwww.escyic.gov.aufsites/default/files/documents/SEN%20-%20MW320-%200utcomes%%20Performance20Beport%202024-25. pdf

Melbourne Water (2024), Healthy Waterways Strategy — Mid-term Review: Science Inquiry; Healthy Waterways Strategy - Mid-term Review:
Implementation Inguiry; and Healthy Waterways Strategy — Mid-term Review: Summary, Melbourne Water Corporation, Melbourne.

Science Inquiry: hitps://mwhwsstorage.blob.corewindows. net/files/2024-06/Healthy 20Waterway¥ 205trategy-Mid-term%20Review-Sclencat 20inguiry. pdf
Implementation Inguiry: https://mwhwsstorage. blob.corewindows,net/files/2024-06/Healthy%20Waterway e 205trategy-Mid-term %62 0 Reviaw-
Implementation®20inauiry. pof
Summary: https://mwhwsstorage. blob.core windows, nat/files/2024-06/Healthy220Wate rway%205trategy-Mid-term 2 20Review-Summary, pdf

Table 1: Promised vs Delivered Environmental Outcomes



Misalignment between environmental outcomes and customer
Outcome 2 rating

In contrast to the above, Melbourne Water rates Qutcome 2 - “Melbourne’s
environment, rivers, creeks and bays are protected and greenhouse gas emissions are
minimised” - as met (GREEN) on the basis of:

» Macroinvertebrate scores at 10 specified river sites, all maintaining “high” or
“very high” ratings

« Zeronon-compliances with EPA discharge licence conditions at the treatment
plants

« Biosolids reuse, and
« Greenhouse gas reduction via offsets and renewable energy.

While important, these indicators do not capture the documented loss of wetlands and
headwater streams, the rapidly worsening stormwater threat, or off-track performance
objectives for waterway health improvement across the region. There is therefore a
significant mismatch between the “green” Qutcome 2 rating and the HWS evaluation.

Implications for the Waterways and Drainage Charge and price
determination

Taken together, Melbourne Water’'s own documents support the conclusion that the
environmental outcomes funded through the Waterways and Drainage Charge have not
been delivered as promised in the 2021-26 pricing period.

This raises two fundamental issues for the Essential Services Commission:

1. Effectiveness and adequacy of funding — whether the level and allocation of
the Waterways and Drainage Charge have been sufficient and appropriately
targeted to prevent the clearly documented losses of wetlands, headwater
streams and stormwater-impacted waterways plus continued decline in health
over many streams.

2. Justification for a nominal reduction in the Waterways and Drainage Charge -
whether it is reasonable to reduce the charge to individual households, when
critical environmental cutcomes are off-track and in many cases going
backwards, particularly if that reduction is being used to offset increases in other
bill components.

We therefore invite the Commission to critically examine Melbourne Water’s claimed
environmental performance, the robustness of its Outcome 2 metrics, and the



adequacy of the proposed investment program and Waterways and Drainage Charge to
reverse the acknowledged decline in waterway and wetland health.

Adequacy of Melbourne Water’s approach to the
accelerating water needs of Data Centres

The CWA deems a major omission in Melbourne Water's 2026-31 Price Submission is
the lack of a clear, evidence-based approach to the rapidly escalating water demands of
hyperscale data centres. These facilities are no longer a peripheral or uncertain demand
category, they represent a material and growing system risk with direct implications for
Melbourne’s water security, accelerating the reliance on manufactured water and
impeding the recovery of degraded waterways and wetlands.

The Water Services Association of Australia’s (WSAA) December 2025 national
discussion paper® highlights that:

e Data centres in metropolitan regions may account for 15-20% of total water
demand by 2035, and more than 35% of non-residential drinking water demand,
depending on cooling choices.

* Utilities across Australia are already receiving applications for 5-40 ML/day,
equivalent to the daily water use of a medium-sized regional city.

* Without explicit policy and planning frameworks, data centres are likely to
accelerate the need for expensive climate-independent sources and reshape
systern augmentation timelines.

The Concerned Waterways Alliance has raised parallel concerns®, noting that existing
Victorian data centre proposals could consume nearly 20 GL/year of drinking water, the
equivalent of draining Rosslyn Reservoir or West Barwon Reservoir. This represents a
major diversion of potable water at a time when many Victorian rivers and aquifers
remain in long-term deficit, with insufficient environmental flows and declining
ecological condition. The upper Maribyrnong River is a case in point,

Melbourne Water’s submission indicates that the water volume sought by current data
centre proposals exceeds the combined demand of nearly all of Victoria’s top 30

“Water Services Association of Australia (WSAA) (2025), Data Centres and Water in Australia, WSAA,
Melbourne, 9 December 2025. Available at:
hittps:/fwawwawsaa.asn.au/Common/Uploaded¥%20files/library/reportMWsAAM20Data%%20Centres%%20an
d¥20water¥%20in%:20Australia®209%20Dect 2025, pdf

i Concerned Waterways Alliance (2024), Data Centres and Drinking Water: Why the Victorian
Government Must Act Now, Concerned Waterways Alliance. Available at:
htips:/fconcarnedwatarwaysalliance.org/deta-cantres-and-drinking-water-why-the-victoria-government-
must-act-now/
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business customers, and that Melbourne Water has not incorporated this demand into
its core pricing-period forecasts or expenditure planning.

"Water corporations have received applications for very large connections, such
as those from hyper-scale data centres with projected instantaneous or annual
demands exceeding those of nearly all top 30 non-residential customers in
Melbourne. We have not accounted for this in our demand forecasts or
expenditure planning.”

Significant gaps in Melbourne Water's price submission

Although Melbourne Water acknowledges “potential new data centres,” its Submission
does not:

* include data centre growth in demand forecasts or sensitivity analysis;

* assessimplications for desalination orders, manufactured water planning, or
environmental water recovery,;

e setaclear position on acceptable water sources for cooling, including the need
to avoid potable water unless no viable alternative exists;

s propose a dedicated tariff class ensuring data centres pay the full economic and
environmental cost of their water use;

= commit to transparency in reporting Water Usage Effectiveness (WUE), Power
Usage Effectiveness (PUE), or annual data-centre water volumes and sources.

In effect, an industry capable of reshaping system-wide demand and driving substantial
new capital expenditure is treated as an indeterminate future possibility rather than a
present, material driver of water security outcomes and costs.

Melbourne Water’s approach is inconsistent with WSAA guidance

WSAA's national paper sets out a framework for utilities that includes:

« Early, structured engagement with proponents.

» Transparent public reporting of water and energy use metrics.

* Minimum efficiency standards for cooling technologies.

e Prioritisation of recycled and climate-independent supplies.

* Fair and consistent cost-recovery structures, ensuring households are not
subsidising corporate water use.

Melbourne Water’s price submission does not incorporate these principlesina
systematic way. Of particular concern is the absence of any source-hierarchy or
recycled-water preference, and the absence of scenario modelling showing how
differing levels of data centre growth affect desalination reliance, network upgrades, or
erode the buffer available for delivering environmental water before system constraints
are reached.
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WSAA explicitly warns that if high-value purified recycled water is diverted to industrial
cooling, households may be forced toward more expensive desalination pathways,
increasing long-term domestic customer bills.

Implications for waterways

The omission is not merely a billing or forecasting issue but has direct environmental
consegueanceas.

If Melbourne’s limited climate-independent supply capacity is allocated to private,
multinational data centre operators:

* Recovery of flow stressed rivers and wetlands may be delayed or foregone, as
augmentation water is directed wholly to industry rather than enabling a return of
entitlements to waterways as passing flows or environmental releases, as
envisaged in the Central and Gippsland Region Sustainable Water Strategy.

= Over-extraction pressure may increase in already over-allocated/harvested
catchments, exacerbating declines in waterway condition identified in the
Healthy Waterways Strategy mid-term review.

In this context, treating the data centre sector as an undefined future load is
incompatible with Melbourne Water's obligations to protect environmental values and
manage long-term risks.

Recommendations for addressing the risk posed by data centre growth

To ensure that Melbourne Water’s 2026-31 Price Submission adequately addresses this
emerging demand and its environmental consequences, we ask the Essential Services
Commission to require Melbourne Water to:

= Explicitly model data centre demand scenarios (low/medium/high) and integrate
them into system planning, augmentation timelines and expenditure proposals.

* Develop a clear water-source hierarchy for data centres, prioritising recycled and
climate-independent supplies and restricting the use of potable water for
cooling except where no viable alternative exists.

e Introduce within this pricing determination process a dedicated tariff class
ensuring data centres pay the full direct and indirect costs of their water use,
including future augmentation and environmental impacts.

¢ Commit to requiring its retail customers providing transparent annual reporting
of data centre water use by source, alongside WUE and PUE metrics.

* Demonstrate that serving data centre demand will not worsen environmental
flow deficits or delay the delivery of environmental entitlements for degraded
rivers and wetlands.

12



The Price Submission does not currently reflect the true scale of the risk data centres
pose to Melbourne’s water security, customer fairness, or the health of its waterways

and wetlands.

Recommendations for the Commission’s consideration

We respectfully suggest the ESC consider requiring Melbourne Water to:

Ta

Reassess the adequacy of the Waterways and Drainage Charge to meet
genuine and critical waterway rehabilitation needs, including natural wetland
and headwater stream protection, rather than allowing continued ecological
decline.

Require Melbourne Water to provide a transparent, catchment-specific
funding and delivery plan with measurable ecological performance targets
aligned to the Healthy Waterways Strategy.

Disaggregate environmental expenditure from other service areas so that
underinvestment in waterway health cannot be obscured behind “overall bill
stability”.

Require full disclosure of how developer contributions and growth-area
funding compare to the real cost of new stormwater, drainage, waterway
protection and wetland maintenance generated by development. These works
should be funded by developer charges, not the Waterways and Drainage charge.

Mandate scenario testing that incorporates ecological risk, including the
impacts of underfunded waterway programs on waterway rehabilitation,
stormwater performance, wetland loss, flood risk, environmental flows and
water quality.

Require explicit modelling of data centre water demand scenarios and their
implications for desalination reliance, manufactured water planning, system
augmentation and environmental flows.

Immediately establish a dedicated tariff class for high-volume industrial
users, including data centres, ensuring full recovery of direct, indirect and
environmental costs rather than shifting these costs onto households.

Require annual public reporting of large industrial water use, including data
centre volumes, by water source (potable, recycled, desalinated) and efficiency
metrics such as WUE/PUE, to ensure transparency and protect environmental
water recovery.

13



Comments on future ESC Guidelines for Melbourne
Water

This contribution should be deemed part of our ongoing commitment to seeking to
improve the pricing submission framework and effective, meaningful service delivery
that will secure long term benefits for the community and the environment.

Is the value of healthy waterways and wetlands appropriately reflected in
the pricing framework?

CWA is concerned that the value of waterways is being measured primarily through a
superficial customer preference lens, rather than as critically valued public
environmental infrastructure.

We invite the Commission to question whether the current pricing approach:

+ Risks treating waterway rehabilitation and protection as a discretionary service,
rather than a core statutory duty with substantial long-term benefits to
ecosystems, flood resilience, water quality, and public health.

+ Adequately accounts for the beneficiaries beyond direct “customers”, including
residents invested in the health of their waterways, Traditional Owners, wildlife,
downstream communities, and future generations.

= Considers the ecosystem service value of healthy waterways, such as avoided
costs in future reactive funding to recover degraded systems, flow deficits, flood
damage, heat mitigation, and downstream water treatment.

We respectfully ask that attention be given to the following:

1. Address the overemphasis on 'Customer’ framing obscuring broader public and
environmental duties

The ESC documents consistently use the term “customers” when describing who
Melbourne Water serves and framing accountability through a service lens. While valid
in a commercial sense, this language risks excluding the broader public interest,
Traditional Owners, future generations, and the more-than-human ecological
beneficiaries of catchment and waterway health. It also undermines the objectives of
the Yarra Protection Act and the Victorian Government’s developing policy direction to
recognise and manage rivers as living enfities, connected from source to sea.

14



Victorian policy is now explicit that waterways are to be understood not only as physical
assets, but as living, integrated natural and cultural entities. Water is Life {2022}’
states that the first targeted outcome is the “recognition of waterways and their
surrounding lands as living, integrated, natural entities, and cultural entities in law, with
Traditional Owners recognised as a unique “voice' of the living entities.” This builds on
the Birrarung Act® and subsequent government commitments for the Waterways of the
West and the Barwon. The CWA's commissioned analysis in What is a Waterway 7
further explains that rivers and creeks function ecologically, culturally, and legally as
singular, coherent systems whose integrity depends on integrated management across
their whole extent.

This emerging policy framing affirms that waterways must be treated as subjects of
stewardship, not simply as service recipients or infrastructure components. A pricing
framework that assesses Melbourne Water's obligations only through a customer-
service lens fails to recognise this broader status of waterways, and risks marginalising
the ecological and cultural standards that flow from understanding rivers as living
entities.

Melbourne Water is not simply a bulk service utility. It is, under law, the designated
waterways and drainage, flood mitigation, and catchment manager, and the custodian
of rivers, wetlands, and estuaries for the Port Phillip and Westernport region. Its
responsibilities include improving ecological health, supporting Aboriginal cultural
values, and facilitating integrated water management across land, water, and
biodiversity agencies. Yet in the opinion of the CWA these obligations are not
meaningfully reflected in ESC’s “customer outcomes” framing.

The second page of Melbourne Water’'s submission contains the powerful reproduction
of Gerard Black’s artwork We Will Walk Country Together. In describing the piece, he
says:

"As we walk together, we'll learn together and we'll go forward into the future
together. So I was really trying to achieve that with the walking footprints that
ultimately lead from either side of the artwork into the center, the center being
where the Yarra comes out and meets the bay and we see all the different rivers
and the waterways.”

"Victorian Government. Water is Life: Traditional Owner Access to Water Roadmap. Department of
Energy, Environment and Climate Action (DEECA), 2022. Available at: hitps://wwwowatervic. gov.aw/our-
programs/aboriginal-water-program/water-s-lifa-roadmap

 Yarra River Protection (Wilio-gin Birrarung murron) Act 2017 (Vic), current version at

https:/ fwwowslegistationyic. gov.aul/in-forcefacts/yarra-river-protection-wilip-gin-birrarung-murron-act-
2017/005

? Concerned Waterways Alliance, Launch: “What is a Waterway?” by Dr Bruce Lindsay, 2025,
https:/fconcernedwaterwaysallisnce.org/launch-what-is-a-waterway-by-dr-bruce-lindsay/
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Water’s delivery performance. Rather than using the comprehensive data in the My
Victorian Waterways survey'® (which showed that 74% of Victorians felt they had a
personal responsibility for the health of waterways) Melbourne Water conducted a
superficial Customer Approval ranking of waterways services via an internet poll. This
demonstrates Melbourne Water's continued lack of commitment to substantial and
consistent engagement of informed people.

Recommendation - that the ESC require Melbourne Water to revamp the
consultation process for this price submission to include dialogue with informed
and increasingly disheartened community groups who are trying to achieve
improved outcomes from the Waterways and Drainage charges.

3. Address catchment risks currently omitted from Risk Frameworks
The ESC’s draft guidance states:

“While we anticipate these events, and related matters, will be prominent in the
price submission considerations, they do not materially affect the nature of our
guidance. We still expect Melbourne Water to justify its forecasts, and show how
it has sought to manage the risks of this uncertainty on behalf of its customers.”
(ESC Draft Guidance)

This framing implies that economic uncertainty (e.g. inflation, demand forecasts) is the
primary concern, but fails to acknowledge ecological risks to catchments that underpin
all water and sewerage services. Drought, long term declines in inflows, bushfire,
wetland loss, sedimentation, and invasive species are not peripheral; they are
existential risks to Melbourne Water's source water, flood mitigation capacity, and
service reliability.

Question: Why does ESC guidance not explicitly require Melbourne Water to
assess and disclose catchment and waterway degradation risks, particularly
when such risks directly impact water quality, capital infrastructure, and
community resilience?

4. Address the neglect of regulatory role in Land-Use and Developer Impacts

ESC's framing assumes Melbourne Water's obligations are delivery-based: pipes,
plants, and infrastructure. It downplays its important referral and planning authority role
in shaping the urban footprint and protecting creeks and wetlands during and after
development.

My Victorian Waterway Survey (2023)
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As a Referral Authority, Melbourne Water is legally empowered to assess development
plans for flood and catchment impacts and should be held accountable for how well it
protects ecological assets from cumulative planning decisions and subsequent
development. The ESC's omission of this role from its expectations should be
addressed.

Recommendation: Future ESC guidelines should require Melbourne Water to
explain how it is exercising its statutory influence to mitigate environmental
degradation caused by poorly planned development, and fund programs to
rehabilitate legacy damage.

These recommendations are offered to help rebalance future Price Submission
processes to better reflect Melbourne Water's ecological and public trustee
responsibilities, rather than what we regard as the current over- emphasis on price
management and customer-as-consumer logic.

Conclusion

Melbourne Water's Price Submission demonstrates a concerning mismatch between
the scale of waterway health and wetland decline across the Port Phillip and
Westernport region and the investment, transparency and structural reforms proposed
for the next regulatory period. The evidence, including Melbourne Water's own Healthy
Waterways Strategy Mid-term Review and the 2024-25 Outcomes Performance Report,
shows that the current funding framework is not adequate to halt, let alone reverse,
ecological decline.

Critical natural assets such as wetlands, headwater streams, and ecologically sensitive
urban waterways have continued to deteriorate during the 2021-26 pericd, despite
being the stated priorities of Melbourne Water's Waterways and Drainage program.
These outcomes must inform the Commission’s assessment of whether Melbourne
Water’'s proposed expenditure is sufficient, efficient, whether its programs are aligned
with its statutory responsibilities, and whether its performance metrics and customer
outcome reporting are fit for purpose.

At the same time, Melbourne Water has not addressed one of the most significant
emerging risks to water security and environmental flows: the rapidly expanding water
demand of hyperscale data centres. Without clear planning assumptions, source
hierarchies, tariff structures, or transparency requirements, this omission exposes both
customers and waterways to material long-term risks.
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The Commission’s role is to ensure that pricing decisions protect not only present-day
service users but also the environmental systems (rivers, floodplains and wetlands) that
underpin Melbourne’s long-term water security, and the future communities who value
and depend on them.

We therefore encourage the Commission to ensure that the 2026-31 pricing
determination reflects Melbourne Water’s full ecological stewardship responsibilities
and requires the organisation to adopt meaningful, measurable, and adequately funded
commitments to restoring the region’s rivers, creeks, wetlands, and water-dependent
ecosystems.

Concerned Waterways Alliance (CWA)

12th December 2025
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