
Water address in Melbourne May 2012 
 

Just to demonstrate that even the most clear-thinking politicians get dazzled 
by the complexities of water supply, Andrew Robb once argued that, “If 30 per 
cent of Singapore relies on recycled water, something is wrong with 
Australia,” as we recycle virtually none.   
 
Singapore is a city of comparable size and population to Melbourne.  But 
unlike Australian cities, Singapore is a stand-alone political entity.  The fact is 
that Singapore’s alternatives are to recycle, desalinate or buy water from a 
hinterland, Malaysia, with which it has had political tensions over the past 
couple of generations.  And even back in 2003, Malaysian Prime Minister 
Mahathir said that when the present water supply agreement expires in 2011, 
he wanted to renegotiate at a “fair price”, pointing out that Hong Kong pays 
mainland China 260 times what Malaysia is charging Singapore!   
 
Such statements focus the mind and reinforce the strong strategic reasons 
why Singapore would want to avoid excessive dependence on importing 
water from Malaysia.  Singapore also has four times Melbourne’s annual 
rainfall.  About 50 per cent of the island is comprised of reservoirs and 
catchments and some 15 per cent of water supply is from recycled sewerage 
with 10 per cent from desalination.  Recycled stormwater provides only about 
one per cent of supply.   
 
Urban water supply has long been contentious in Australia.  In former times – and to 
some degree still – it was an issue of rural areas being concerned about a syphoning 
off of irrigation water to supply cities, with consequences n the viability of rural 
irrigation systems and rural towns.  But increasingly the issue has become one 
dominated by a general hostility to building dams or doing anything new that involves 
some modification of nature.   
 
There is no shortage of water in Victoria.  We have a Mediterranean type climate but 
less than one tenth the population density of countries like Spain, Italy and Greece.   
 
Only about 30 per cent of the water falling in the state is actually used in agriculture, 
industry or by households.  Some 85 per cent of the water that is actually used in 
Australia and Victoria is for irrigation and other farm uses.  The availability of water 
in the State is about 15 million ML.  Of this some 40 per cent is allocated in 
entitlements. 
 
Table 1 summarizes the information. 
 
Table 1 Water availability and total water usage 

 
Source: DSE State Water Report 2005/6 



 
Melbourne residential and industrial/commercial customers consume about 11 per 
cent of the State’s water use.  Another 140,000 ML (3 per cent) is used in the Latrobe 
Valley, largely by the power stations supplying Melbourne and the rest of Victoria 
accounts for a further 218,000 ML (a little over 5 per cent). 
 

 
 
 

Policy Approaches 
The profile of water use has been lifted by claims that climate change is almost 
certain to mean less rainfall.  But if climate change is occurring and if so whether or 
not it means less water, the changes will be a century in coming.  Moreover, if it does 
mean less water, it may mean the case for increasing the harvesting of existing 
sources or building greater storage capacity becomes more urgent.  After all, 
Australia’s highly variable climate is the reason why for a century and more we have 
planned on storing considerably more than a year’s supply of urban water whereas 
places like the UK with more consistent rainfall need only a few month’s supply.   
The Bracks/Brumby government eagerly lapped up the greenhouse issue which with 
its accompanying fabrication of permanent rainfall reductions offered a major excuse 
to avoid building a new dam.  In today’s money that would have cost $1.35 billion. 
The ALP Government abandoned Melbourne Water’s long standing plans for 
sequential dam construction.  This means the latest dam was built 25 years ago to 
service an urban population that had grown by over 30 per cent in the interim.   
 
The ALP government opted to embark on a series of regulatory measures to reduce 
usage.  When these failed to deliver sufficient savings it committed to the $5.7 billion 
desalination plant and the Sugarloaf pipeline from the north.   
 
Actually the two worst Victorian rainfall years on record were 1902 and 1905; 
Victoria was relatively dry in the half century prior to 1945 and then considerably 
wetter for 30 years.  Rains have now returned and there is greater sanity, though the 
present Water Minister, Peter Walsh shares a similar hostility to new, traditional 
sources of water and has established a new bureaucracy aimed at water harvesting in 
the cities.     
 



Availability of Water  

Damable Surface Water 

The most important Victorian catchments in terms of availability of easily 
harvested and abundant supplies of water are in the east of the state the 
Mitchell, Thomson, Latrobe and Tambo 
 

 
 
 
The Thomson dam comprises about 60 per cent of the Melbourne Water’s current 
storage capacity over half of the Melbourne supply.   
 
Melbourne uses half a million megalitres of water a year.  The Latrobe and Mitchell 
catchments have similar inflows to that of the Thomson.  Unlike the Thomson, neither 
have substantial irrigation usages (the net inflow over the past 25 years has averaged 
211,500 ML).  Beyond these catchments is the Tambo, the inflow of which is about 
one third of the other basins.  There is negligible irrigation use in the Tambo Basin.    
 



 
There is also considerable scope to increase the diversion of water from the Thomson, 
outflows of which were 209,000 ML in 2009/10.  A storage reservoir on the 
Macalister River upstream of Glenmaggie Reservoir or enlarging the existing 
reservoir would make use of the Aberfeldy River.  Significant volumes along this 
river flow to the sea and in some years, as occurred in 2007, cause flooding. 
 
Glenmaggie Reservoir has a storage capacity of only 190,000 Ml and is an irrigation 
storage supplying the Maffra/Macalister Irrigation District. 

 
A second storage upstream of Glenmaggie could supplement supplies to Melbourne 
from the Thomson possibly by arranging swaps with irrigators.  This would also 
improve irrigators’ security of supply.  The net irrigation diversions from the 
Thomson catchment can be over 200,000 ML.    
 
What governments should be doing if they insist on maintaining their monopoly of 
urban water supply is to insist that we don’t senselessly waste resources by going for 
high cost, if fashionable, options.  And it is not all that difficult to estimate the 
resources available from the different alternatives and the relative costs.  Here they 
are. 
 



Size Capital cost Water cost Operating cost Total cost
GL/annum cents per kl cents per kl cents per kl

Mitchell 220 41 0 24 65
Latrobe 200 45 0 24 69
Thomson/Mc 150 60 0 16 76
Tambo 130 69 0 40 109
Sugarloaf 75 146 0 20 166
Patterson River stormwater  26 102 100 202
ETP Recycling 115 179 63 242
Desal 150 391 0 88 479
Urban stormwater after 20 yrs 16 63 0 0 63
Urban stormwater after 20 yrs 16 110 0 0 110  
 
Building a new dam in the eastern catchment area provides water at one third or less 
of the cost of stormwater harvesting at the Patterson River and this provides little 
extra water.  The same is true for other stormwater harvesting proposals.  The Desal 
plant is the greatest white elephant built with almost criminal neglect of the public 
responsibilities to provide water to the city at sevenfold the cost of the rejected new 
dam options.   
 
 
Stormwater Use in Melbourne 
Wastewater reuse has been strongly opposed and is not likely to be acceptable in the 
foreseeable future.  Stormwater reuse does not carry the same social opposition.   
 
According to a Monash University study, harvesting residential stormwater was 
relatively economical in spite of it being necessary to install an additional area 
reticulation system so that its use is confined to garden clothes washing, toilet and (on 
some scenarios) hot water provision.  For standard housing estates at 15 households 
per hectare costs as low as 63 cents per kl were estimated.  But this is with new 
estates – retrofitting would be far dearer.  The harvestable amount on this basis might 
reach 35-45GL a year but this is over a 50 year time horizon.    
 
The cost of providing water from local sources allows some savings because no long 
distance transmission is required.  Even so, on the estimates that have been 
assembled, local supply costs through rainwater collection or from stormwater are far 
in excess of long distance transmission from dams, especially along gravity fed 
pipelines from the mountains.   
 
Use of Treated Water 
One option is a cocktail of swapping water that has been treated in the Eastern 
Treatment Plant for water presently used for cooling power stations or for water that 
presently flows down the Yarra. This may have merit but the costs on the data 
available put it as being far more expensive than a new dam.  
 
Desalination 
The highest profile alternative is the Wonthaggi Desalination Plant.  Desalination is a 
commercially valid option in those countries, like Israel, where physical water 
shortages are real.   
 



For Wonthaggi, the costs are 480 cents per kl.  Not only must it create potable water, 
but it must pump it to Melbourne rather than allowing gravity to do the work.   
 
Use of Irrigation Water 
The Sugarloaf scheme takes or buys water from northern irrigators for delivery to 
Melbourne.  It has been very controversial since many farmers see it as the result of 
an unholy pandering to Greens who generally oppose modern agriculture.  In any 
event it is a very expensive solution.      
 
Rainwater tanks are even worse than these options.  They offer no reliability and 
deliver water at a cost of at least twice that of mains water and in most cases their 
water costs are comparable to that of the  desal plant.   
 
Levelised Cost of rainwater tanks (indoor and outdoor use) ($/kL)    
Melbourne 
 
Tank Size     2 kL                 5 kL              10 kL                    Price of mains water 
  Roof Area           50m2    200m2     50m2  200m2         50m2    200m2 
              8.40      3.00         9.12     2.63          10.41       2.64                 0.81-1.55+ 
 
 
 

Summary 
 
It is the influence of this green pressure group that has led to a situation whereby no 
new urban water supply dam has been built in Victoria for 25 years in spite of the 
urban population growing 30 per cent.  The Bracks/Brumby Government was 
primarily responsibility for this outcome.  The refusal to countenance a new dam is 
most closely associated with former Deputy Premier John Thwaites, now a fully 
fledged academic and green activist.  The bureaucracy was even reticent in providing 
data on dam costs, while pretending the costs were much higher than they actually 
were.  The Government set about looking at alternatives that would please the green 
activists.  Recycling, desalination, and preventing water from being lost to leakage 
and evaporation are favoured measures of urban greens.  The trouble is that all of 
these measures are costly.   
 
The Thomson/Macalister, Mitchell and Latrobe catchments have plenty of water that 
presently runs out to sea.  A new dam along one of these rivers would duplicate the 
Thomson dam and, once filled, water-proof Victorian cities for decades.  Such a dam 
could also provide benefits to farmers in terms of water banking and would offer 
additional benefits in terms of preventing the flooding of rural towns that occurred 
twice in 2007.   
 
No other scheme can match the cost and water availabilities of this “traditional” 
approach.   
 
The desalination plant’s costs are $5.7 billion for around 150 gigalitres a year, about 
the same as would be provided by duplicating the Thomson dam either in the 
Thomson catchment itself or on the Mitchell.    
 



The bottom line is that to avoid spending $1 billion ($1.35 billion in today’s money), 
the previous Government embarked on programs costing $5 billion plus.   
 
Even without accounting for the expenses and inconveniences of water restrictions, its 
solutions to ensuring an adequate water supply comes at a massive cost premium.  
This is a waste of around $1,000 for every person in Victoria.   In former times such 
irresponsible expenditure might have led to impeachment but, due to the march of its 
comrades through government institutions, union pension funds and the like, failure 
of this magnitude has simply mean ministerial retirement to sinecures.  
 
 


