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The “City as a Catchment” is 
grounded in the important role 
of the natural catchment but 
works primarily with the artificial 
catchment (such as roads, roofs 
and impermeable surfaces) to 
minimize water consumption, 
reduce wastewater generation 
and lessen the impact of 
stormwater discharges 
on receiving waters. Sites 
throughout this municipality   
in Melbourne showcase the 
processes for implementing the 
strategy, such as projects for 
council-managed assets, with 
particular focus on reducing 
potable water use in parks and 
gardens, reducing water use 
in council-owned buildings 
and facilities, rainwater and 
stormwater harvesting, sewer 
mining, amongst others.
Projects have targeted 
commercial and residential 
buildings in the private sector, 
through initiatives such as the 
sustainable building program 
based on demand reduction 
through behavioral change, use 
of alternative supply sources, 
and many other techniques 
and programs to reduce water, 
energy and waste.
There has been widespread 
adoption of innovative water 
sensitive urban design 
techniques for conserving, 
re-using and recycling water, 
and managing the quality of 
stormwater runoff. Many of 

The targets established by Total 
Watermark have been adopted 
by the City of Melbourne’s 
governing document, Future 
Melbourne Community 
Plan, and are reported on an 
annual basis. The strategy 
will also be fully reviewed 
every 3-years to align with 
any changes in policy, design, 
technology, behavior and 
other factors. Professional 
and intergovernmental 
collaboration was an 
essential component of the 
strategic development of 
these practices, together with 
climate adaptation analysis and 
works through collaboration 
with academic and scientific 
organisations. The program 
has been supported by a wide 
range of additional policy and 
guidelines, including changes 
to roads maintenance, building 
and construction practices, 
corporate reporting and 
environmental local law.

Continued research into urban advancement 
towards ‘water sensitive cities’ using the City 
of Melbourne as a successful case study has 
helped other metropolitan municipalities to 
apply the “City as a Catchment” approach, and 
ultimately a regional strategy will enable wider and 
increased implementation. With data to support 
the links between water, city design and energy 
consumption, the urban planning and water 
sectors need to work together to incorporate the 
increasingly complex water management objectives 
within urban development decisions. Furthermore 
the City of Melbourne has begun to demonstrate 
how cities served by a well-managed water cycle 
provides for public health and wellbeing, water 
security, healthy waterways, open spaces and a 
green city. 
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Total Watermark – City as a 
Catchment commits the City 
of Melbourne municipality to 
achieve measurable targets 
for saving water, increasing 
water sourced from alternative 
supplies, improving stormwater 
quality, reducing wastewater and 
supporting groundwater. For 
example, the overall municipal-
wide target for reduction in 
potable water consumption is 25 
per cent by 2020, including the 
target of achieving zero potable 
water use in parks and gardens 
by 2020.
To date (2012) within areas 
under municipal control, the 
Council has helped deliver 

Australian communities are 
increasingly incorporating 
strategies for water 
management in order to 
provide resilience to future 
uncertainty presented by 
potential long-term low 
rainfall, greater urban heating 
and significant population 
growth. Here the City of 
Melbourne’s “City as a 
Catchment” approach is 
explored to see what lessons 
may be transferable to other 
cities that are facing similar 
challenges. 
Since 2002 the City of 
Melbourne has practiced total 
water-cycle management 
and is recognised as a 
leader in water sensitive 
urban design (WSUD), 
building on an initial series 
of ‘one-off’ demonstration 
projects. Total Watermark 
– City as a Catchment 
was initiated in 2009, and 

introduction conclusionthese have been developed 
for new outer suburban areas 
and ‘retrofitted’ into the inner 
city, with its many spatial and 
infrastructure constraints. In 
light of the challenges presented 
by these constraints, the council 
has implemented a number 
of large-scale stormwater 
harvesting schemes.
Urban planning provisions and 
planning amendments have 
been extensively reviewed 
to promote the adoption of 
integrated water management 
in the private realm, such as 
sustainable infrastructure plans 
for key growth areas, and local 
planning policy amendments 
for WSUD, ESD and ‘green city’ 
features. Finally there has been 
engagement with forward-
thinking organisations such as 
water authorities, state-owned 
assets managers and private 
developers to promote the best 
interventions and outcomes for 
the city, and to disseminate and 
expand knowledge and expertise 
in this field.

City of Melbourne, City of Melbourne Sustainable Building Program1200 Buildings,  http://www.

melbourne.vic.gov.au/enterprisemelbourne/environment/Pages/1200buildings.aspx, 2012

City of Melbourne, Open Space Strategy, http://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/ParksandActivities/Parks/

Pages/OpenSpaceStrategy.aspx, 2012

City of Melbourne, Total Watermark – City as a Catchment Strategy, http://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/

Environment/WhatCouncilisDoing/Pages/CityCatchment.aspx, 2012

City of Melbourne, Interactive Map of Water Initiatives, http://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/Environment/

WhatCouncilisDoing/Pages/Watersavingsinitiatives.aspx, 2012

City of Melbourne, Climate Change Adaptation Strategy, http://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/Environment/

WhatCouncilisDoing/Pages/AdaptingClimateChange.aspx, 2012

City of Melbourne, Water Sensitive Design, http://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/Environment/SavingWater/

Pages/Watersensitivedesign.aspx, 2012 

City of Melbourne, Urban Forest Strategy 2012-2032,  http://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/Environment/

UrbanForest/Pages/UrbanForest.aspx, 2012

SOURCES

adopted a sustainable water 
management hierarchy that 
incorporated water supply 
within and beyond the local 
catchment. Committing to 
this approach has promoted a 
localised water management 
model to reduce reliance on 
systems that impact other 
regions, and provided a 
framework that contributes 
towards climate change 
adaptation. The “City as 
a Catchment” approach 
explores interactions between 
supply, the quality and 
quantity of stormwater and 
wastewater, land use, climate, 
social capital and the receiving 
waterways (rivers and bays). 
It sets a water balance, 
which quantifies all ‘sinks’ 
and ‘sources’ for the city, as 
well as a pollutant balance 
that quantifies loads from 
impermeable surfaces.

and manage over 60 individual 
projects, ranging from small 
rainwater tanks to rain gardens 
and green roofs, to large 
stormwater harvesting schemes. 
Over the past five years the 
Council has committed over 
$2 million annually to these 
projects. Construction is 
under way on a number of 
large stormwater harvesting 
schemes that will deliver 
water savings in excess of 140 
million liters per annum. These 
projects are located in high 
profile, prominent locations 
(many of which are of heritage 
significance) and therefore 
represent a formidable example 
in perpetuity.
Progress to 2009 includes a 28% 
reduction in council water use 
since 2000 and a 39% reduction 
in water use per resident living in 
the municipality over the same 
period. In addition there has 
been a 4% reduction in water 
pollution entering waterways 
since 2005. Based on their 
current performance, the City 
of Melbourne will achieve its 
alternative water and stormwater 
quality targets for 2020 for 
public lands.
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Since 2002 Melbourne has practiced 
total water-cycle management and 
is recognised as a leader in water 
sensitive urban design (WSUD), 
building on an initial series of ‘one-
off’ demonstration projects. The 
City as a Catchment is grounded 
in the important role of the natural 
catchment but works primarily with 
the artificial catchment (such as roads, 
roofs and impermeable surfaces) to 
minimize water consumption, reduce 
wastewater generation and lessen 
the impact of stormwater discharges 
on receiving waters. Projects have 
targeted commercial and residential 
buildings in the private sector, and 
there has been widespread adoption 
of innovative water sensitive urban 
design techniques for conserving, 
re-using and recycling water, and 
managing the quality of stormwater 
runoff. This casestudy  demonstrates 
how cities served by a well-managed 
water cycle provides for public health 
and wellbeing, water security, healthy 
waterways, open spaces and a green 
city. 


