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The Maribyrnong River and Waterways Association welcome the opportunity to respond to
the Essential Services Commission’s Draft Decision on Melbourne Water’'s 2026 Price
Review. This submission is based on an increasingly community accepted concept that
rivers must be understood and governed as living entities, and that pricing, investment, and
regulatory decisions must align with this reality.

Across Victoria, there has been a shift in how waterways are understood. Legislative and
policy frameworks now recognise rivers as integrated living systems with ecological, cultural,
and social needs. This shift is reflected in the Yarra River Protection (Wilip-gin Birrarung
murron) Act 2017, the Waterways of the West Action Plan (2021), Water is Life Roadmap
(2022) and more recently in planning reforms such as VC278 (2025). These frameworks
establish that a river’'s health is foundational to Melbourne’s liveability.

However, this recognition is not yet matched by the regulatory and economic frameworks
that determine how water is allocated and how investment is prioritised. The Draft Decision
highlights this disconnect. While it seeks to balance affordability and service delivery, it does
not adequately account for the scale of ecological decline, the expansion of statutory
obligations, or the need to align pricing decisions with the lived reality of rivers under stress.
This submission focuses on the proposed removal of the $7.28 million waterway manager
step change. It argues that the removal of this funding is inconsistent with current law and
policy, misinterprets community expectations, and reinforces structural inequities in how
waterway investment is allocated.

Rivers as Living Entities and the Implications for Pricing

Recognising rivers as living entities fundamentally changes the question at the heart of
economic regulation. Under the PREMO framework, the focus is on customers and the value
delivered to them. Yet in a waterway system, the river itself must be understood as a primary
stakeholder. A river has non-negotiable needs including flow, connectivity, habitat integrity,
and water quality. These needs are measurable, and failure to meet them results in
ecological decline.

When rivers are excluded from the customer framework, investment decisions become
skewed. They respond to human demand and affordability pressures, rather than to
ecological thresholds. This creates an imbalance where the needs of the river are
considered secondary, even though they underpin the long-term resilience of the entire
system.
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The removal of the $7.28 million step change must be understood in this context. It is not
simply a reduction in expenditure. It is a decision about whether the needs of the river are
adequately recognised within the pricing framework.

The Removal of the $7.28 Million Step Change

The proposed step change represents approximately $1.46 million per year over the
regulatory period. It funds activities that sit squarely within Melbourne Water's core statutory
responsibilities, including vegetation establishment, wetland and estuary management, and
community-based delivery programs.

The Draft Decision removes this funding on the basis that there is insufficient evidence of
new obligations and insufficiently compelling community support. Both conclusions are
inconsistent with the available evidence.

Since the submission of Melbourne Water's Price Submission, two major planning reforms
have taken effect. Amendment VC278" establishes permanent planning controls along 17
waterways, including the Maribyrnong and its tributaries, and embeds the concept of
waterways as connected living entities. Amendment VC265 updates stormwater standards
for the first time in more than two decades, increasing expectations for water quality
outcomes and maintenance of treatment systems?.

These reforms expand Melbourne Water's obligations. They increase the geographic extent
of managed riparian corridors, raise expectations for environmental outcomes, and create
additional advisory and implementation responsibilities. The activities funded by the step
change are precisely those required to meet these obligations. To assess the step change
without incorporating these reforms is to assess the wrong system.

Community Support and Willingness to Pay

The conclusion that community support is not sufficiently compelling is difficult to reconcile
with Melbourne Water's own engagement data. Panels and community forums consistently
identified waterway health as a top priority (e.g. Waterways and Drainage Forum; Among
nine priorities, protecting and connecting habitat for wildlife along waterways was identified
as the top community priority?). More than eighty per cent of participants supported
increased investment in waterway health, and nearly eighty per cent supported a bill
increase tied specifically to vegetation and habitat programs?®. This level of backing
represents clear support for investment in the types of programs funded by the step change.
Removing the funding is therefore not aligned with customer preferences.

Efficiency and the Role of Community Delivery

The step change primarily funds grant-based delivery mechanisms. These programs enable
community groups to undertake revegetation, weed control, and habitat restoration. This
model is widely recognised as one of the most cost-effective approaches to waterway
management where community-led delivery mobilises volunteer labour, leverages local
knowledge, and delivers outcomes at a fraction of the cost of capital-intensive approaches.
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Removing this funding does not eliminate the need for these activities. It either shifts them to
more expensive internal delivery or results in their deferral, leading to higher long-term costs.

Ecological Decline and Flood Risk Are Connected

The consequences of underinvestment in waterway systems are not limited to ecological
decline; they are increasingly evident in community risk and safety outcomes. The 2022
Maribyrnong flood demonstrated the scale of impact when waterway systems are unable to
absorb and manage flows under changing climate conditions®. The Parliamentary Inquiry
into the flood event shows that the scale of impact reflects not only the rainfall event, but
how the river system has been planned, modified, and managed over time®. It highlights the
need to manage flood risk at the scale of the whole catchment, where land use,
infrastructure, and waterway condition are considered together rather than in isolation.

This direction is now reflected in recent planning reform. Amendment VC278 reflects this
shift by embedding the idea of waterways as continuous, living systems within the planning
framework and strengthening controls along river corridors. It reinforces the same principle
identified by the Inquiry: that land use, waterway condition, and flood behaviour are
inseparable, and must be managed as part of a single system.

Floodplain management, catchment condition, vegetation cover, and upstream hydrology
are therefore not discrete issues but interconnected components. When that system is
degraded or under-managed, it becomes more vulnerable to extremes. The Inquiry
highlights that existing approaches to infrastructure and planning are insufficient,
recommending limits on development in flood-prone areas, the integration of updated flood
studies into planning schemes, and increased investment in resilient and better-performing
systems®. VC278 gives effect to this direction in the planning system.

Reducing targeted investment in waterway management is not simply an environmental
trade-off, but a decision that affects how risk is managed across the system.VC278 expands
both the geographic extent and the expectation of active waterway management, particularly
in relation to vegetation, corridor protection, and system health. Reducing investment in
catchment-scale works such as vegetation, wetlands, and restoration runs counter to both
the Inquiry findings and the intent of the new planning controls, and increases exposure to
future costs, both financial and social.

Emerging Pressures from Data Centres

MRWA submits that the Draft Decision exposes a fundamental misalignment in how
Melbourne’s water system is being planned, priced, and prioritised; while the system is
preparing to accommodate large and uncertain industrial water demands from data centres,
it is removing modest, targeted investment in waterway health. This is occurring despite
clear evidence of ecological decline, expanded statutory obligations, and strong community
support for increased investment.

Melbourne Water's addendum on large and complex connections confirms that:
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« significant new demand is emerging

« the scale, location, and water use of that demand remain uncertain

« this demand has not been incorporated into forecasts of water use, infrastructure
investment, or environmental impact

In this context, the removal of the $7.28 million waterway manager step change is not a
neutral efficiency measure. It is a decision that reduces the system’s capacity to respond to
known environmental pressures at the same time as it prepares for unknown and potentially
substantial new demand.

Taken together, this creates a set of reinforcing risks:

1. It reinforces a pattern where investment follows demand and servicing requirements,
rather than being directed by ecological condition, leaving already stressed
catchments such as the Maribyrnong reliant on limited targeted funding streams.

2. ltincreases the likelihood that environmental outcomes, including environmental
flows and habitat condition, will be deferred or compromised as system capacity is
directed toward servicing new large users.

3. It shifts risk onto the environment and the community. While the addendum proposes
mechanisms to recover costs associated with large connections, it does not yet
demonstrate how environmental impacts will be avoided, nor how the system will
ensure that waterway health is not traded off against industrial demand.

The Draft Decision therefore presents a tension. It applies a high evidentiary threshold to
modest environmental programs, while concurrently assessing a framework for large-scale
demand that the Commission itself has identified as not yet acceptable and requiring further
development.

From the perspective of a river understood as a living entity, this is not sustainable.

A living river requires certainty of flow, investment in condition, and protection from
cumulative pressures. It cannot rely on residual funding after demand has been met. Nor can
it absorb the risk of system expansion driven by industrial demand without explicit
safeguards.

The $7.28 million step change represents one of the few mechanisms within the current
framework that directs investment toward ecological need, supports cost-effective
community delivery, and responds to known areas of decline. Its removal, in the context of
the emerging demand landscape described in the addendum, would further weaken the
system’s ability to maintain river health and resilience.

MRWA therefore submits that the Final Decision should reinstate the $7.28 million waterway
manager step change as a necessary and proportionate response to existing obligations and
environmental conditions. And it must ensure that any framework for large and complex
connections explicitly protects environmental outcomes, incorporates demand into system
planning, and does not distort investment away from rivers that are already under stress.
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Transparency and the Capital Program

A further concern relates to the transparency of the capital program underpinning the Draft
Decision. The capital program assessment relies on supporting material referenced in the
independent expenditure review (Capital Expenditure Assessment, pp.101-112), including
documents such as the Signed Investment Program Summary Part D — Waterways (Final
v2), which were not made available to stakeholders during consultation. This limits the ability
of community stakeholders to meaningfully engage with and respond to the basis of major
capital allocations. At the same time, the step change has been rejected based on
insufficient evidence.

This raises a question about how evidentiary standards are being applied across different
parts of the program. Smaller, targeted programs are required to meet a high and visible
threshold of justification, while larger capital programs are assessed using less transparent
material. The absence of transparent, catchment-level allocation makes it difficult to assess
whether investment is equitable or aligned with ecological need. It also limits the
effectiveness of the PREMO framework, which relies on informed participation.

Conclusion

The removal of the $7.28 million waterway manager step change is not supported by the
current policy environment, by community expectations, or by principles of efficient and
equitable investment. It reflects a broader misalignment between how rivers are recognised
in law and how they are funded in practice.

If rivers are to be treated as living entities, their needs must be embedded within pricing and
investment decisions. This requires a shift from a system driven primarily by revenue and
demand toward one that explicitly accounts for ecological condition and long-term resilience.
The step change is modest in cost but significant in impact. It supports cost-effective
delivery, responds to expanded obligations, and addresses known areas of ecological
decline. Its removal risks entrenching existing inequities and increasing both ecological and
community risk.

Recommendation

MRWA recommends that the Essential Services Commission reinstate the full $7.28 million
waterway manager step change in the Final Decision and ensure that investment
frameworks reflect the needs of rivers as living systems, rather than being driven solely by
revenue and demand signals.
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