
7th Australian Stream Management Conference - Full Paper 

Living Waterways – a new alternative for realising multiple benefits of 
urban water systems  
 
Andrew O’Neill1,2 Kristy Gooding1, Amalie Wright4, Alan Hoban5, Suzanne Jackson6, and Chris Manning 2,3 

1.  Healthy Waterways – Water by Design, 200 Creek Street Brisbane, 4004. Email: andrew.oneill@healthywaterways.org  

2.  Reef Urban Stormwater Management Improvement Group (RUSMIG) www.waterbydesign.com.au/rusmig  

3.  Townsville City Council – Integrated Sustainability Services, 56 Cape Pallarenda Road, Rowes Bay. Email: chris.manning@townsville.qld.gov.au  

4. Landscapology, 217 Wickham Terrace, Spring Hill, Qld 4000, Email: amalie@landscapology.com.au  

5. Bligh Tanner Consulting Engineers, 269 Wickham Street, Fortitude Valley, Qld 4006, Email: alan.hoban@blightanner.com.au  

6. Meter design, 180 Queen Street, Brisbane Qld 4001, Email: suzanne@meterdesign.com.au  
 

 
Key points 
• Urban water systems have the potential to deliver a wide range of benefits 
• There are considerable technical and non-technical barriers to realization of these benefits 
• A new approach is proposed to take advantage of this opportunity 

 

Keywords 
Stormwater, waterways, WSUD, collaboration, Great Barrier Reef 

Introduction 
Queensland planning laws require urban development to minimise the impact of altered stormwater hydrology and 
pollutant loading to waterways (DSDIP, 2013). A prudent approach for managing water in the urban context is through 
the application of the principles of water sensitive urban design (WSUD). WSUD is broadly defined as an approach to the 
planning and design of urban environments that supports healthy ecosystems, lifestyles and livelihoods through smart 
management of all our waters. In addition to minimising the impact of urban development on local waterways and 
receiving environments, such as the Great Barrier Reef, the application of WSUD principles has also been shown to 
substantially reduce development costs as well as provide recreation, amenity and wellbeing benefits for local 
communities (Water by Design, 2010).  

Objectives for stormwater quality management in Queensland have been established on a dual basis: 

1. Our understanding of the impacts that urbanisation has on waterways, and attempting to mitigate these 
impacts, and 

2. The economic limitations of delivering stormwater infrastructure within development  

Challenges 
Currently, the application of stormwater objectives does not always take advantage of delivering the multiple benefits 
available from a WSUD approach (Scott, 2012). At times, infrastructure is delivered to local government that is poorly 
integrated into the landscape and falls short of delivering recreation, wellbeing and amenity benefits (Patschke, 2013). 
The reasons for these short falls are relatively complex and relate not only to technical design and assessment processes, 
but also cultural and institutional barriers (Brown et al, 2006).  A key opportunity that is being missed at present is 
capitalising on the multiple benefits that are on offer when a holistic approach to water and community planning is 
undertaken (Water by Design, 2010). Despite policy drivers for consideration of these multiple benefits (DSDIP, 2013), 
there is growing evidence that an unbalanced focus on achieving stormwater quality objectives is a major culprit (Scott, 
2012).  We undertook a comprehensive analysis of the literature, including a simplified PESTLE and situational analysis 
and found a high level of variability between documents and also an apparent disconnect between desirable outcomes 
and the planning system in some situations. 
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The opportunity 
Through a strong collaborative relationship with the Reef Urban Stormwater Management Improvement Group 
(RUSMIG), the Water by Design program of Healthy Waterways is developing a suite of new capacity building products 
that aim to turn the focus of WSUD back to people and waterways.  In order to build the capacity of industry and local 
government to adopt new approaches for urban water management, we are currently developing a range of resources, 
tools, guidelines and training programmes.  These tools have been developed with meaningful collaboration and 
consultation with industry and government, and with thorough analysis of the current situation and context.  These tools 
and resources include: 

• New research to underpin our understanding 

• principles and objectives,  

• planning tools to incentivise and encourage best practice 

• technical guidance  

• mobile application for designers and contractors 

• training courses  

Principles and objectives 
We propose a new way of considering the broader range of benefits that are offered by adopting a WSUD approach to 
planning.  Firstly we have developed a set of principles and objectives that define the outcomes that we are trying to 
achieve.  We call these principles “Living waterways”, which are “healthy and attractive for people and their 
communities, and protect and enhance our water systems.”  To realise this vision, we define four themes: 

Living Water – to ensure that development incorporates 
total water cycle practices that encourage the 
rehabilitation and protection of aquatic environments 

Living Places – Create places that people can connect with 
because they are liveable, beautiful, educational, inspiring 
and relevant. 

Living communities - To encourage, innovative, safe and 
versatile design that delivers resilience and enduring 
benefits for communities and their environments 

Living local economies - To ensure the cost effectiveness of 
living waterways 

Under these themes, we have established objectives that can be measured and demonstrated as achieved within 
development, providing an incentive and opportunity to think differently and apply the latest thinking in a cost-effective 
way.  This new approach to planning for smart urban water infrastructure represents a realistic new alternative for 
planners and other professionals to deliver best practice environmental management.  New products and tools support 
the implementation of this approach by providing highly detailed support in design and construction, and assessment 
processes. 

Conclusions 
RUSMIG and Water by Design (the collaborative partnership) believe the most effective way to improve urban water 
quality is to build the internal capacity of local government and industry. We have demonstrated that experiential 
learning activities are a powerful mechanism for delivering this capacity. Skilled and enabled local government is a key 
part of delivering great outcomes for reef communities. As the responsibilities of local government increases it is critical 
to deliver products and services that directly support better planning, assessment, construction and compliance 
activities. In the current political and economic climate, it is crucial that the development industry and local governments 
capitalise on the opportunity to implement WSUD that achieves both healthy waterways and liveable community 
outcomes for the reef region. 
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