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• Collaboration between partnering organisations;

• Embedding Traditional Custodians in water resources planning and management;

• Accountability and transparency with communities and customers; and

• Integrated, robust and adaptive infrastructure planning supporting collective objectives

Project description 
The Merri Creek sub-catchment comprises creeks and waterways that are highly valued by 
the community, with some of the largest and most diverse remnants of native vegetation in 
the northern suburbs of Melbourne. The area is also home to protected, threatened and 
iconic plants and animals such as Platypus, the Growling Grass Frog, Golden Sun Moth and 
the Matted Flax-lily, and contains some of the best remnant grassland plains in Victoria. 

Current development pressures stand to place substantive impact on the region. With large 
tracts of undeveloped rural and natural land in the Upper Merri Creek sub-catchment and a 
population predicted to grow from 196,000 in 2019 to 372,000 by 2031, urbanisation and 
climate change could have an enormous impact on habitat for vulnerable plants and animals, 
local waterways and sites of cultural significance.  

How this development is managed has significant implications for the future character of the 
area. Unless a very large volume of stormwater (over 21 GL), is reused or managed 
effectively, the creeks in the Upper Merri Creek sub-catchment will be fundamentally 
changed by the increased amounts of stormwater as large portions of the rural landscape 
become urbanised.   

The Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung Cultural Flows Assessment for the Upper Merri Creek states: 
“The wetlands are the kidneys, filtering the water as it passes through the land. In the Upper 
Merri Creek we note the importance of the wetlands areas currently referred to as Hearne’s 
and Hanna Swamps but also the role that constructed wetlands will play as urban 
development occurs in this part of our Country.” 

To ensure the future prosperity of the environmental, social and cultural qualities of the Merri 
Creek sub-catchment, the community, together with Traditional Custodians, councils and 
government agencies were required to come together to consider key questions such as:  

How can we protect the environment and preserve biodiversity as the population expands? 

IWM case study 5a

IWM PLAN FOR THE UPPER 
MERRI CREEK SUB-CATCHMENT 
This case study has been chosen to illustrate a place-based process for sub-catchment 
scale IWM planning. It highlights key learnings and best practice examples of:  
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• What unique characteristics do we want to preserve?

• What sort of neighbourhoods do we want to live in?

• How do we ensure everyone has access to open space?

• How can we manage growth in a way that fosters inclusive communities?

IWM AT THE SUB-CATCHMENT SCALE 
This project piloted a new partnership approach to address the complexities of integrated 
water management in the Upper Merri Creek sub-catchment, in Melbourne’s northern growth 
corridor.  

The Upper Merri Creek sub-catchment is made up of the rural and forested parts of Merri 
Creek and the upper parts of the urban component of the Merri Creek catchment. 

Figure 13: Boundary of Upper Merri Creek Sub-Catchment area (highlighted in green) in the context of 
Melbourne Water’s Healthy Waterways Strategy designated sub-catchments. Source: Adapted by Yarra Valley 
Water from Melbourne Water (2018). 

Using a ‘sub-catchment’ (corridor geo-spatial scale) as the basis of an integrated water 
management plan is a new approach. Typically, water services have been planned by 
individual organisations (such as utilities or councils) to match their jurisdictional boundaries 
or to match urban planning boundaries such as a precinct structure plan or development site. 

There is a growing sense of frustration amongst stakeholders with these approaches and a 
concern that opportunities for synergies between organisations or alignment with broader 
strategic objectives for optimising use of available water resources are being missed.   

The IWM approach at a sub-catchment level is purposely focused on embedding a proactive 
and iterative (adaptive planning) approach that has the following benefits: 



3 

• Builds on the existing servicing schemes methodologies and further water management
towards water sensitive city outcomes;

• Positions the water industry to collaboratively move to proactive planning for greenfield,
infill and renewal development, and facilitates input to formal Victorian Planning
Authority-led Precinct Structure Plans as they occur;

• Incorporates planning, development and infrastructure responses to collectively agreed
issues and objectives at a sub-catchment level;

• Flexible and adaptive framework to support long term objectives and adoption emerging
knowledge and technologies;

• Infrastructure is built not just to service individual development site needs, but also to
service broader public objectives;

• Facilitates optimised and coordinated infrastructure investments and transparent cost
sharing to achieve agreed outcomes, as well as more equitable funding;

• Development contributions more aligned with the costs of developing in defined (sub-
catchment) areas; and

• Specifically engages all organisations with an influence on water, and includes Traditional
Custodians and the community / customers in collaborative decision-making processes.

Stakeholder and community engagement 
Stakeholder and community collaboration was designed into the process from the outset. 

The collaborating partners were the Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung Cultural Heritage Aboriginal 
Corporation, Hume City Council, City of Whittlesea, Mitchell Shire Council, Yarra Valley 
Water, Melbourne Water and the Victorian Planning Authority. 

The process aimed to develop: 

• Stakeholder and community understanding of the complex challenges and opportunities
for the Upper Merri Creek catchment;

• Insights and directions that build on past engagement in understanding community
values, avoiding consultation fatigue;

• Trust with the community by ensuring the process was and continues to be transparent;
and

• Use of scenario thinking and adaptive planning methodologies to support challenge the
status quo.

At a workshop held on 25 September 2019, the community articulated a range of 
complimentary vision statements for the Upper Merri Creek sub-catchment. These were 
merged by the Steering Committee into the following Vision for the Upper Merri Creek: 

We all respect, care for, protect and enjoy our places and nature; supporting a connected 
and sustainable Community 
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The overarching key messages that came through the discussions with the community are 
summarised as follows: 

• Business-as-usual is not OK. Minimising the impact on the environment is important but
the focus needs to be on regenerative practices.

• Water is central to how to design and develop sustainable, connected and climate
resilient neighbourhoods.

• Traditional and natural methods are preferred over engineered solutions.

• Stormwater and recycled water need to be used more effectively to minimise impact on
potable water supplies and to stop runoff into our waterways. However, there were some
concerns around the quality of water and how to make alternative water sources fit-for-
purpose.

• Choice is essential, particularly regarding housing options and design of neighbourhoods.

• Collaboration with the community is highly valued to create shared ownership of the
solutions and build the capacity of the community to get involved.

Outcomes sought 
The Upper Merri Creek IWM sub-catchment principles were developed by the community 
and stakeholders to drive collective activities.   

Participants were asked to provide input into a set of guiding community principles for the 
future of the Upper Merri Creek sub-catchment. The draft Principles were: 

1. Design of neighbourhoods demonstrate our shared values of Caring for Country.

2. Neighbourhoods are place-based, supporting opportunities for people to be healthy,
connect with one another and with nature.

3. Opportunities to learn, collaborate and work together to build stronger communities are
ongoing.

4. Available natural resources are efficiently managed to ensure the needs of our
waterways and natural landscapes are met.

5. Biodiversity and ecological systems are protected and enhanced across the sub-
catchment and throughout residential and commercial areas.

6. Supply and use of water are fit-for-purpose and make best use of locally captured and
treated stormwater and recycled water.

7. Knowledge of the natural aquatic system and achieving the required water quality is
continually building and being drawn on.

8. Housing options and designs are sustainable, supporting stronger communities and
provide for choice and affordability.

9. Local food production is planned at a variety of scales within the sub-catchment, and food
growers are supported.
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In the IWM plan these principles will be interpreted and aligned with broader Yarra catchment 
outcomes and associated indicators and measures, as defined in the Yarra Strategic 
Directions Statement (see Case Study 2 – Victorian IWM Framework). 

The overarching key messages received from the community together with the Yarra 
Strategic Directions Statement have guided the development of targets for the Upper Merri 
Creek sub-catchment which also draw upon key information sources including: 

• Healthy Waterways Strategy (September 2018): Co-designed Program for the Yarra
Catchment

• DELWP IWM Strategic Direction Statement Outcomes – Indicators and Measures (2020)

• Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung’s Upper Merri Creek Cultural Flows Assessment (Expected in
late 2020).

Within this context, the iterative and ongoing process for sub-catchment planning (being 
piloted in this project) aims to support each of the outcomes defined in the IWM Principles 
and Best Practice for Water Utilities paper. 

Reflecting on the process and anticipated outcomes of this pilot project has prompted the 
drafting of Place-making Guidelines with three linked parts. This is a key outcome associated 
with Action Item 9 in the Yarra IWM Forum Strategic Directions Statement. The guidelines 
are currently being approached as follows: 

• Part A: Place-based Planning

• Part B: Effective Engagement – incorporates supporting information on embedding
Traditional Owner involvement and community engagement

• Part C: Customer Experiences – incorporates implementation platforms for agreed
planning controls, development conditions, infrastructure investments, information/data
sharing and coordinated communications.

To date, the developmental phase of the initial Upper Merri Creek IWM plan has particularly 
focused on delivering the following IWM Outcomes from this paper:   

Outcome 1b: Shared ownership, management & responsibility 

A Partnership Agreement was requested by Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung Cultural Heritage 
Aboriginal Corporation. This was developed (based on similar agreements with Victorian 
Catchment Management Authorities) and has been signed by each of the partnering 
organisations. It commits to Wurundjeri’s equitable involvement in the collaborative planning 
process. 

Outcome 2a: Collective leadership, long-term vision and commitment 

Place-making Guideline Part A: Place-based Planning details the foundations of a 
collaborative approach. Notably, the way in which the process is implemented is as important 
as the outcomes generated. The foundations of this approach are: 

a. Equitable involvement – all partnering organisations including (but not limited to)
Registered Aboriginal Parties / Traditional Custodians, local government, water
authorities and the Victorian Planning Authority have equal input to the process.
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b. Transparency – all partnering organisations work collaboratively to identify the
collective key issues and opportunities and engage with the community in developing
agreed approaches for how water resources and services will be delivered in order to
achieve collectively agreed outcomes.

c. Continual improvement – the initial sub-catchment plan will articulate an agreed
vision and detail how the outcomes will be achieved through planning requirements,
development conditions, infrastructure investments and servicing approaches. These
will be periodically reviewed and updated.

Outcome 2c: Indigenous partnership in water planning 

This IWM project had a commitment to partner closely with the Traditional Owners of this 
land, the people of the Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung Country. From the outset, the Wurundjeri 
Woi Wurrung Cultural Heritage Aboriginal Corporation was invited to partner in this project. 

The Corporation was asked to provide a commentary on the process to date which is 
presented in this report as Case Study 5b: The case for place-based planning on 
Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung Country. In this case study the Corporation provides 
commentary and a cultural perspective on the Upper Merri Creek IWM Plan pilot project 
which includes the first application of the Cultural Flows Assessment methodology in an 
urban / peri-urban context. 

The cultural flows assessment methodology was developed in 2018 as part of the National 
Cultural Flows Research Project (NCFRP)1. The project drew on a range of scientific 
research methodologies and generations of cultural knowledge to: 

• Provide a greater understanding of Aboriginal values relating to natural resources,
especially water;

• Equip First Nations with information and tools to ensure that Aboriginal water
requirements and preferences are reflected in water policy; and

• Inform the development of new governance approaches to water management that
incorporate aspects of First Nations' governance and capacity building.

In the Upper Merri Creek project, the Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung Water Unit have led the 
cultural flows assessment to identify and prioritise the economic, social, ecological and 
cultural values that are connected to the Upper Merri Creek sub-catchment, including areas 
of cultural significance that require access to water or protection from water. 

Outcome 2d: Constructive organisational culture 

Within each partnering organisation it is important that diverse perspectives and a range of 
information is collected to create a shared understand of the key issues and opportunities 
from an individual organisations perspective. Workplace cultures which support diverse 
perspectives and bold conversations complement robust processes such as Scenario 
Thinking and adaptive planning and governance. This not only challenges the status quo, but 

1  http://culturalflows.com.au/ 

http://culturalflows.com.au/
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commits to action for doing things differently, and requires dedicated effort as well as a new 
leadership paradigm.   

For the Upper Merri Creek sub-catchment each partnering organisation sought to contribute 
to a shared perspective. This typically involved collation of organisation specific information 
from a range of sources and a workshop to synthesise the information, develop agreed 
priorities and identify issues and opportunities.   

Outcome 3c: Public engagement, participation and transparency 

Place-making Guidelines Part B: Effective Engagement is intended to provide: 

• Structure to support equitable engagement of partnering organisations;

• Specifically embed Registered Aboriginal Parties (RAPs) and Traditional Custodians in
the planning and management of water resources and services; and

• Tools and advice to support communities to collaborate with partnering organisations in
the development and implementation of sub-catchment (or alternative place-based) IWM
plans.

Outcome 4a: Diverse fit-for-purpose water system services. 

Consideration of the collective objectives in the Upper Merri Creek has driven a strategic 
organisational change in how alternative water resources will be utilised – specifically, to 
enable more liveable communities and protect and/or enhance biodiversity in receiving 
environments.  

For example, Yarra Valley Water will redesign their alternative water sourcing strategies – 
transitioning from prioritising use of recycled water in mandated purple pipe areas (which 
preserves capacity in downstream wastewater infrastructure), to prioritising the use of 
harvested stormwater for localised use.  

This means there will now be a surplus of recycled water available, which can be used to 
support horticultural schemes and local food production – consistent with community 
principles.   

A willingness for an organisation to re-prioritise and amend strategies to support the 
collective objectives is a fundamental element required in effective collaborative processes. 

Options assessed 
The development and assessment of options drew upon well established and recognised 
water sector adaptive planning methodologies. These included place-based servicing 
schemes (single agency), scenario thinking, and the NCFRP Cultural Flows Assessment 
framework.  

Key elements of the assessment process include: 

• Understanding the key issues and opportunities in this sub-catchment from a broad range
of perspectives;

• Balancing a range of statutory and community expectations; and
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• Harnessing new technologies / creating new products (e.g. urban form, housing and
commercial buildings).

Three scenarios were built using the process of scenario thinking. This enhanced the 
evaluation and integration of information from the partnering organisation and promoted 
contingency planning.  

In the Upper Merri Creek three scenarios were developed which included: 

1. Scenario A: Status quo

What will happen over the coming 5, 10, 20 and 50 years if we keep doing what we are 
doing? 

2. Scenario B: Sustainability

What will happen over this period if we seek to have sustainable communities within the sub-
catchment? This considers:  

• Alternative urban forms (housing and building design, streetscapes, public open spaces);

• Different options for the provision of services; and

• Fit-for-purpose use of all available water resources.

3. Scenario C: Regenerative

What will happen over this period if we seek to have regenerative communities within the 
sub-catchment? This considers:  

• Innovative approaches for achieving significant social, cultural, environmental and
economic outcomes through alternative urban forms;

• Significantly different options for the provision of services; and

• Fit-for-purpose use of all available water resources.

In each scenario descriptions of housing stock, streetscapes, public open spaces, and 
commercial / industrial areas were described and examples illustrated. Options for 
governance and servicing approaches were outlined and indicative funding models were 
included in discussions to gage community preferences and supported the development of 
the community’s vision, overarching messages and principles for IWM in the Upper Merri 
Creek sub-catchment. 
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Figure: Example of a scenario presented to Upper Merri Creek Community for discussion at 2019 
Community Symposium. Source: Upper Merri Creek Steering Committee (2019). 
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A water balance for each scenario was generated to support comparisons and evaluation 
against the agreed vision and mission, as well as the obligations of each of the partnering 
organisations.   

Figure: Mapping of proposed outcomes to be integrated into a water balance for the Upper Merri Creek, under 
a regenerative scenario. Source: Upper Merri Creek Steering Committee (2020). 

A range of draft targets and key actions (yet to be endorsed as of July 2020) have emerged 
from this process which align with the community principles and Yarra IWM Strategic 
Directions Statement indicators and measures. These specify:  

• Planning requirements – to be incorporated into preliminary advice and permits;

• Development conditions – to inform Victorian Planning Authority (VPA)-led Precinct
Structure Plans (land-use planning documents) and developer constructed assets;

• Concept locations of infrastructure – to update and inform asset sequencing plans,
servicing schemes and business plans and budgets;

• Commitments to projects – for example recycled water horticultural schemes, servicing
contracts and joint ventures; and

• Engagement events – for example urban form design competitions, knowledge sharing
Apps, community activation.

Evaluation and financing 
It is important that the initial discussion paper does not detail any preferred options or 
economic evaluations of projects and/or servicing approaches at this stage of the process as 
this can bias development of the scenarios. 
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Once targets and actions have been proposed as outcomes for the IWM plan these can then 
be evaluated using a range of tools currently available. Specific economic analysis is 
undertaken to evaluate alternative servicing approaches, for example the development of 
social enterprises, and working in partnership with community non-profit organisations, which 
deliver a broader range of social benefits.   

The achievement of sub-catchment targets requires broad economic analysis to ensure the 
social and health benefits can be leveraged in incentives schemes.  

Reflections and key learnings 
Key learnings from the Upper Merri Creek IWM process to date are: 

• Collaboration between organisations requires significant time and effort (resourcing and
support). Commitment to the collaborative process involves working on joint objectives
that may not always be considered a priority of each organisation.

• Executive level commitment and support is required to support constructive
organisational cultures that enable place-based planning and the sign-off, endorsement
and delivery of joint IWM objectives and outcomes.

• Generating a collective understanding and communicating a shared perspective within
organisations requires dedicated effort and support – it cannot be delivered effectively by
a single individual or small team.

• A willingness to share issues and opportunities and amend organisational perspectives
based on considerations of others is fundamental to moving beyond delivering services
and infrastructure using the same BAU approaches. It requires leadership and focused
effort.

• Significant capacity building and increased resourcing is required within government
agencies, water authorities and with Traditional Custodians to develop effective,
respectful and collaborative relationships that enable all parties to participate equitably in
water planning and management.

• As this is not a statutory or legislated process, some partners have concerns about how
the IWM Plan will become an effective tool in practice.




