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Good morning,
Werribee River Association (WRA) is an incorporated group based in Werribee, City of Wyndham.
WRA works with many partners in the Werribee River catchment, such as municipalities, water authorities,
business, schools and community groups to:


protect water quality in the Werribee River, other local waterways and wetlands flowing to the
coastline and into Port Phillip Bay
 promote the re-establishment of natural habitat for wildlife in the Werribee River catchment
 conserve and enhance attractive natural places for people to access and enjoy
 provide educational programs about environmentally sustainable practices, educating a growing and
diverse population living in the west of Melbourne
We speak up for waterways, wildlife and habitat, carry out research, conduct practical activity and work with
the community.
WRA supports healthy waterways for the whole of the Werribee River catchment so that we can drink, swim,
farm, fish and live by the river for generations to come.
We are a key stakeholder in waterways management and sensitive land development and we work with a
broad range of stakeholders, including government, universities, and industry, schools, and Landcare and
community groups.
We work with all the community, to make our river a lovable, vital and important part of our community life.
We are affiliated with Waterkeeper Alliance and host the Werribee Riverkeeper who acts as a strong voice for
respecting waterways as living entities that support human health.
We have an excellent track record of research and practical action including platypus e-DNA samples, water
quality testing, pollution mapping, vegetation works and litter clean-ups.
We have 400+ volunteers, 111 members and 2 part-time project officers, with one environmental consultant
firm working one of our three major funded projects. See Appendix 1.
Thank you for the opportunity to submit our thoughts.

John Forrester
Werribee Riverkeeper
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1.

NATURAL ENVIRONMENTAL INFRASTRUCTURE AND OPEN SPACE FOR GROWING POPULATIONS

Werribee River Association (WRA) has worked in the open space area of Wyndham and the Werribee Catchment for
many years. We have submitted our thoughts to many whole of community policies, strategies and plans, such as the
Werribee River Biolink Plan, Healthy Waterways Strategy, Waterways of the West and more, all the while making
comment and suggesting improvements to the growing call to to have access to clean water, fresh air and healthy soil.
People must have access to public open space for human health purposes. That does include sport and organised, well
maintained venues, but it also must include natural spaces for children and adults.
The west of Melbourne has undergone rapid urbanisation and much of the housing is on small blocks with narrow
footpaths and streets and little in the way of wide nature strips. That recipe means very few trees and little opportunity
for children and adults to gain experience or enjoy wild or natural spaces.
Natural spaces must be secured and maintained as such if we wish to have children who can take risks, have confidence
in their own abilities and to not lose contact with nature. See Appendix 1.
91% of parents surveyed in the Biodiversity 2037 Victorians Value Nature Survey (Monash Uni/Victorian State
government), believe it is important that their children spend time in nature.
Adults also need natural spaces for their own personal emotional and physical health. See Appendix 2.
The survey also noted that Victorians feel more strongly connected to unmodified nature (National
Parks and beaches) compared with more modified landscapes, and that those with higher levels of connection to
nature are more likely to take up environmental action and have environmental values.
So if provision is made to help children find it easier to interact with nature, and adults to get out into nature, there
will not only be better personal and societal outcomes, but there will be increased care for and voluntary positive
action to assist the maintenance of open space.

2.

NATURAL OPEN SPACE FOR OLDER VICTORIANS

With the rapid growth of urbanisation in the west of Melbourne, there is strong demand for facilities for sporting and
organised activity. But many older Victorians don’t take part in those activities.
 “The older residents ... engage in sports at a time that suits them with reduced commitment to organised and
paid activities.” (Wyndham’s Sport Strategy 2045)
 The Biodiversity 2037 Victorians Value Nature Survey Summary says,
“Older Victorians are more connected to nature than younger Victorians.”
Those findings point out the fact that older Victorians don’t necessarily want organised sporting activities, and they
are more connected to nature than younger people.
Residents aged 50-65 years in the City of Wyndham are among the fastest growing age groups in Wyndham.
https://forecast.id.com.au/wyndham/population-age-structure
In 2016 they numbered around 30,000, in 2026 will be around 50,000 while in 2041 there will be 70,000 people of
those ages.
This presents an opportunity to target some of these people who are leaving work behind, have skills and will be able
to volunteer for organisations or activities which allow them to connect, or gather in a suitable base to enhance natural
open space. If natural open space could be better protected and maintained then those people who are not interested
in sport, might make use of it and keep their health, and might find some way to make more social connections by
joining with groups like WRA.
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3.

IMPACT OF LITTER LOADS ON ENVIRONMENTAL INFRASTRUCTURE

Litter is a growing problem and finding its way into western waterways in large quantities as population grows.
Sustainability Victoria says:
“...people living in clean places felt safer, used more leisure facilities in the area
...people tended to feel more unsafe in littered areas
...littered areas tend to attract graffiti
...lead to ...disorderly and criminal acts
https://www.sustainability.vic.gov.au/Government/Litter-and-illegal-dumping
City of Wyndham spends $2 million a year removing litter.
“Melbourne Water spends $3.3 million a year removing litter from our waterways
https://www.melbournewater.com.au/water-data-and-education/get-involved/be-citizen-scientist/litter-action
Victoria spends $78 million dollars cleaning up litter.
https://www.mav.asn.au/news-resources/news/bulletins/mav-bulletins/previous-weekly-bulletins/2013/jan/mavbulletin-issue-914
Local clean ups by WRA’s volunteer groups working in urban open spaces such as council reserves, parklands and on
the beach at Werribee South, demonstrate that the litter problem is a big one, and know that the values people
appreciate when using open spaces are highly devalued by the amount of litter present.
WRA also knows that an improved litter legislation is needed to support the growing problem of litter, and the impacts
it is having on our communities and environment.
WRA statistics 2019-2020 (Shortened year due to pandemic):
Litter

Average No. Sessions
People

Total
People

Hours

Hours
Volunteered

Kg
Litter
Collected

Beach Patrol 3030
LOS 3024
LOS 3029
LOS 3030
Prouse Place (Holcim)
Sub-totals

40
6
12
15
18

280
12
84
105
18
499

1
2
2
2
4

280
24
168
210
72
754

1500
100
200
873
400
3173

7
2
7
7
1
37

These huge costs to the community in time, effort and money could be avoided (and used to enhance natural open
space or other environmental infrastructure), if there was litter smart legislation helping business, retailers, consumers
and community to avoid the manufacture, usage and waste of single-use and other materials which become litter,
impacting on amenity and wildlife.
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4.

FACILITIES IN NATURAL OPEN SPACES

In the growing urban areas of which Wyndham is a leader, there is a demand for facilities in open spaces, and often
these are missing in natural open spaces.
The Werribee River is a source of pride and enjoyment in the local community and an important waterway in
Melbourne’s landscape, and is often visited by casual users and has been very important to many during the pandemic
especially.
Parks Victoria’s Werribee River Park Cocoroc, City of Wyndham, is a narrow strip some 5 kilometres long and about
500 metres wide at its widest, proclaimed a park by the State Government in 2011. Werribee River Park is close to
urban areas and the Wyndham CBD, but still has the original gravel road and carpark, both in very bad condition, both
pot holed and damaged. The park has a pathway in it but no pedestrian connection with the Werribee Township. There
is a poorly designed ramp for pedestrians to access the lower section of the park, causing informal tracks to be made
by users. There is damage to the picnic seats and tables and no toilets. The park suffers from vandalism and dumping
of rubbish, due to poor fencing and control of access.
Some of the stretches of the Werribee River in Wyndham would be useful for on-water activity, but have no suitable
launching spots for canoes or kayaks such as the estuary right up to Werribee River Park, the wide expanse at Bungey’s
Hole in the Werribee CBD, and the Manorvale pools, Riverbend Historic Park and more.
River pathways in the urban areas are troublesome in normal times in new suburbs and more so in pandemic times.
In Wyndham these narrow paths often have no other space beside them due to built infrastructure or steep
escarpments. Paths are used by pedestrians, some with pushers or prams, dogs, bicycles, scooters, motorised bikes
and/or mobility scooters. Runners and serious bike riders add to the pressure on pathways. A lack of shade in summer
is very noticeable.
This lack of facility and amenity in the west has long been noted and a matter of inequity both for the west in general,
but also for the non-sports minded, casual user and the willing volunteer who would like to take part in community
minded activity.
WRA has more than 400 volunteers who take part in our citizen science, education, litter and Landcare groups.
See Appendix 3.
This workforce could increase and become more useful to the community if WRA had a base from which to work. WRA
has administration, education, storage, meeting and other needs, for which we have one small bedroom-sized office
in a house given over to community groups by the City of Wyndham. Our 2 part-time project officers and volunteer
leaders operate and store or manage equipment at their own homes.
There is nowhere we can rely on for school excursions, community group talks, training of volunteers, a base for
meeting people to conduct events or to connect with each other and so on. With such a base we could increase our
voluntary and other programs to maintain open spaces in good condition.
People and their community organisations are willing to commit to natural public open spaces, but need increased
support in order to survive and thrive.
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5.

A CALL FOR ACCESS TO WATERWAYS AS OPEN SPACE

Melbourne Water’s Healthy Waterways Strategy (Werribee Catchment) 10+ year targets (2018) rate access to the
waterways in the region as very low, current trajectory as very low and their target to be set at raising the standard to
moderate.
An example of issues facing the public’s access to waterways can be seen here:
During 2018-2019 the City of Wyndham conducted a masterplan for Chirnside Park Werribee which is situated on a
bend of the Werribee River, and houses the municipal outdoor swimming pool, a tennis club, a bowling club, the
anglers club and the Werribee football club.
A concrete pathway around 2.4m in width enable access to the public along the river but most other space is taken up
by modified landscaping, footpaths or roads, and the sporting club facilities.
The bowling club and the anglers’ clubs are situated right on the bend at Bungey’s Hole, and block potential views to
the widest and most picturesque spot of the river in Werribee, Bungey’s Hole.
WRA submitted that the sadly outdated and dilapidated anglers club, and the old bowling club which has blank walls
facing the river, be demolished, and be rebuilt as one building with views to the river, modern facilities and also provide
access to WRA for storage, educational and administrative purposes. In doing that the river would become open to
views, some modern outdoor eating and sit down facilities could be provided, and the one organisation which has
been working for the waterways since 1981, could finally find a base for its activities and access for activity on the
waterway.
In its wisdom Council decided to rebuild the bowling club away from the river and replace it with a car park, leave the
anglers club where it is but with some maintenance, and not give any opportunity to WRA at all.
This local story illustrates the point that the growing call for environmental infrastructure as natural open space is
often overlooked in favour of traditional pursuits and modified landscapes, and does not allow for change within the
community, and as in this case there are increasing calls for access to valuable natural open space, and there are
people willing to work for it.
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6.

THREATS TO OPEN SPACE

The west of Melbourne is in a rain shadow area noted for its low rainfall and hot summers, natural low tree cover and
openness to winds. Adding to that situation climate change is impacting severely on western waterways and parklands.
The second threat to open space is the non-recognition for the very nature of the Victorian Volcanic Plains upon which
the west is built.
The State Government Waterways of the West Discussion Paper 2019 key directions p. 54 states:
No. 2 “Water quality and waterway health are on a declining trajectory... driven by legacy issues from historic
land and waterway use, regular pollution events and... increased urban development, stormwater discharge
and climate change.”
No.5 “...the unique qualities and beauty of this landscape is not well understood, valued and protected.”
Landscapes have been modified greatly, water courses altered or destroyed, vegetation removed and replaced with
introduced species. That has resulted in loss of indigenous flora and fauna, lack of connection between surviving
remnants, larger amounts of water entering waterways more quickly than before with pollutants which do not get
stopped by wetlands, causing kill-off of invertebrates in waterways which are a vital food source for platypus, fish and
more.
Public open space is narrow and people are scared of snakes so mown grass and narrow riparian strips often become
the norm. Waterways lose much of their natural features and become more of the same mown grassed area, resulting
in highly modified spaces lacking in any natural features and uninteresting to children for play and adults for recreation
and enjoyment.
The third threat is the business as usual approach to our waterways and open space.
Melbourne Water has responsibility for the waterways of the west, and in their Healthy Waterways Strategy 2018
they outline strategic priorities as; improving water flows, habitat for invertebrates, birds, frogs, fish, and platypus,
while reducing predatory fish, stock access, and litter.
They say that: “These strategic priorities will require ongoing investment over the next 20 years and beyond....”
The Melbourne Water’s Healthy Waterways Strategy ‘Part E Collaborative Implementation 19. Co-Delivering the
Strategy’, has this to say about who else should be helping:
“This Healthy Waterways Strategy recognises that the community holds valuable local expertise, passion and
continuous on-ground presence; and that institutions hold technical skill, resourcing, regulatory authority and
broader contextual data. Bringing these together in a structured collaboration will leverage and make best use
of all stakeholders’ capabilities, resources and skills.
... Melbourne Water is committed to undertake its share of this Healthy Waterways Strategy. However, it has
been recognised that action by Melbourne Water alone is not sufficient to unlock the full value of the region’s
waterways, nor stem their decline due to climate, development or land use change.
For this Strategy to be effective, collective action is required from State government and regulators (such as
the EPA), local government and other land managers such as Parks Victoria.
Even more so, it needs collective action by the development sector, landholders, Traditional Owners and
community groups. Working together, the full economic, social, cultural and environmental values of the
region’s waterways can be realised.”
Business as usual will mean ongoing degradation and decline in the values held by community for their natural open
spaces by their waterways.
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7.

WATERWAYS OF THE WEST

WRA was involved in many aspects of the development of the Victorian Government’s Waterways of the West Action Plan
during 2018-2020 by a Ministerial Advisory Committee (MAC). The plan resulted from initiatives arising in the Yarra River Act
aims to ensure Melbourne’s western waterways are healthy and thriving for years to come, contributing to Melbourne’s
identity as a vibrant and liveable city. The Action Plan is expected to be released in late 2020.
https://www.water.vic.gov.au/waterways-and-catchments/wow
The MAC met with traditional owners, community representatives and stakeholders across relevant local government,
agencies and community organisations about key issues and opportunities for the waterways and their surrounding lands.
The MAC engaged WRA to develop a student vision from primary and secondary schools in the Maribyrnong and Werribee
Catchments, and heard from the West’s culturally and linguistically diverse communities, and more.
Common expression was given to the fact that the community values healthy waterways, their wildlife and lands as
places in which they can relax and socialise. Culturally and linguistically diverse communities raised concerns about
getting to those places, pollution and poor maintenance, and safety. People in general want to know more about
waterways, see more wildlife and understand their habitat and needs, and how to become more involved in protecting
the region’s waterways.
WOW raised the possibility of an authority or responsible organisation to be in charge of open space and for plans to
be developed to answer many of the issues raised by the community.
Given such positive inclination exists in the eyes of the community, then the opportunity to secure more accessible,
better quality natural open spaces must be taken.
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8.

CONCLUSION

WRA has been working for the Werribee River and its fellow waterways in the west of Melbourne for 39 years.
WRA has seen an increasing need to introduce measures to combat the threats to the health of the environmental
infrastructure provided by waterways and the great use the public derives from them.
WRA has also faced a continuing demand placed on our organisation to collaborate, participate and contribute to
visions, strategies and policies, while watching decision makers and industry implement initiatives without regard to
whole of community values.
Rapid population growth poses challenges to the preservation of existing environmental infrastructure in new growth
areas. Before we even realize we have an asset it has gone, and an overarching view and directed commitment needs
to be taken as to the preservation of many features unique to our land.
The pandemic has highlighted the importance of access to local parks, open space and other forms of environmental
infrastructure, with many more people using these areas, and that need will increase over time as population
increases.
Environmental infrastructure in the west of Melbourne faces a number of problems from the lag in funding and
commitment to meet the needs because:


there was no waterway manager in the west till 2005



there is limited access to waterways and open space



there is inadequate public transport to get to open spaces



there is limited connectedness by means of pathways



there is significant loss of habitat, species and connectedness between remaining natural places, and



most significantly there has been a lack of firm direction to tell all stakeholders to work towards community
desired outcomes

WRA applauds this inquiry.
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Appendices:

1. Investment in Nature = Better Children
Published in Melbourne Water Webinar ‘Investment in Western Waterways’
Werribee River Association Thur 3 Sep 2020

2. Investment in Nature = Better Adults
Published in Melbourne Water Webinar ‘Investment in Western Waterways’
Werribee River Association Thur 3 Sep 2020
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3. WRA Statistics 2019-2020
Published in (Draft) 2019-2020 Annual Report Werribee River Association

WRA Hands On Contributions
Revegetation

Average No. Sessions
People

Total
People

Hours

Hours
Volunteered

Trees Planted/
Maintained

FO Cobbledick’s Ford
Tarneet* Islands (Pres Park)
FO Werribee River Park
Sub-totals

11
18
20

77
18
100
195

3
6
4

231
108
400
739

1000
3000
2000
6000

Litter

Average No. Sessions
People

Total
People

Hours

Hours
Volunteered

Kg
Litter
Collected

Beach Patrol 3030
LOS 3024
LOS 3029
LOS 3030
Prouse Place (Holcim)
Sub-totals

40
6
12
15
18

7
2
7
7
1
37

280
12
84
105
18
499

1
2
2
2
4

280
24
168
210
72
754

1500
100
200
873
400
3173

Science

Volunteers

Schools

Groups

Waterwatch
Monash PPB Drift Algae
Stormwater Project
Microplastics Werribee South
Bridging Troubled Waters
(Two Years – includes River
Detectives and more...)
Sub-totals

3

Sessions/
Programs
9

1

Hours
Volunteered
18

6

4

2

48

3
51

4
12

1
24

16
4100

TOTAL

7
1
5

15

63

Volunteers
757

4182

Hours
Volunteered
5675

Trees
Kg Litter Planted/
Collected Maintained
3173
6000
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4. Photographs
Photo: Werribee Diversion Weir Irrigation Channel Control gate - unsafe barbed wire and piping close to path at head
height for bike riders, and limited space available to the public to pass by.

Photo: This table at Werribee River Park picnic area has been missing a seat for some years.
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Photo: This dumping of palm fronds onto the steep river escarpment at John Bull Place Werribee was enabled due to
lack of riparian vegetation alongside the river. Lack of vegetation allows uncontrolled pedestrian, bike and vehicle
movements, as well as allowing trolleys to be dumped in the water below, thereby impacting on the quality of
waterway open space for others.

Photo: Werribee River Association office. L-R Volunteer Andrew and project officer Teresa
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Photo: Holcim Werribee staff with WRA volunteers at their annual clean-up at Prouse Place 2019, a site which is right
on the Werribee River in a broader piece of riparian woodland with an adjacent mown grass area with a very heavily
used concrete pathway along which much pedestrian traffic passes.
Statistics included: 450+ bottles & cans, 15 shopping trolleys, 12 full black plastic bags of take away food litter, plastic
shopping and other bags, plastic items, balls, toys, clothing, two car wheels, one ironing board, garden irrigation piping,
two tents, two bikes and two bike wheels, and other items.

Photo: Riverwalk Estate staff assisting in a 2018 WRA planting project at Werribee River Park Cocoroc.

