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Friends of the Barwon Inc. (FOTB) represents a group of concerned citizens. The organisation was 

incorporated in 2019, to advocate for the protection and improvement of the ecosystem of the 

Barwon Basin, including the Yarrowee-Leigh and Moorabool Rivers. 

FOTB has over 200 members, has received financial, in-kind and moral support from a number of 

organizations, including: Shires of Colac-Otway and Surf Coast; Barwon Water; Corangamite 

Catchment Management Authority; Southern Rural Water and a large number of community 

organisations with connections to the Barwon, Moorabool, and Yarrowee-Leigh river basins. At its 

launch in July 2019, some 150 people attended, including senior representatives of the Minister for 

Water, G21, City of Greater Geelong, Barwon Water, Corangamite Catchment Management 

Authority and several shires. 

Further details can be found at https://friendsofthebarwon.org.au    

Contact Details: 

c/o Upper Barwon Landcare Network 

57 Main St, Birregurra 3242 

friendsofthebarwon@gmail.com 
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Preamble 

Victoria’s two major regional centres of Geelong and Ballarat are the focus of this submission. In 

particular we will suggest that the major waterways, namely the Barwon/Moorabool and the 

Yarrowee, flowing through these two cities respectively, are a logical option to create a network of 

environmental infrastructure throughout these cities and beyond. 

Our submission will provide suggestions for the future arrangements we believe are necessary to 

secure and sustain this environmental infrastructure. 

We strongly endorse the state government’s priority to enhance green infrastructure in our cities to 
create more liveable and climate-adapted communities, whilst at the same time cooling and greening the 
urban spaces - as has been suggested for Melbourne.  We believe, in our region in particular, that our 
existing waterways should form the basis for this infrastructure. This is an opportunity to not only enhance 
the liveability of cities like Ballarat and Geelong but also improve landscape connectivity and build 
resilience to climate change. 

Our proposal is supported by the principles espoused in the state government strategy paper, 

“Biodiversity 2037”, which discusses building ecosystem resilience in a changing climate. Our 

waterways and their adjacent vegetation provide vital contiguous corridors to support movement of our 

native species throughout the landscape and link them to the rural hinterland. 

Our proposal is also supported by Victoria’s first ever state-wide, all-sector, 30-year  Infrastructure 

Strategy, which sought to put social and environmental outcomes on equal footing with economic 

objectives and strengthen Victoria’s society, grow its economy and value the environment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Barwon River, Queens Park, Geelong 
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Executive Summary 

The Barwon and its tributaries supply Geelong and Ballarat with most of their water supply, as well 

as providing irreplaceable opportunities for urban recreation and amenity. These opportunities are 

so far only partially realised; for example, in detached parklands along the Barwon through Geelong, 

and the Yarrowee through Ballarat. 

But there is potential for extending this environmental infrastructure in truly transformative ways. 

Those opportunities, however, are under imminent threat from urban encroachments that are 

already gnawing at the skirts of our river corridors. The Leigh and Moorabool rivers currently 

exemplify that pressure from the growth of Geelong. 

We submit that a more informed and integrated planning policy would allow such opportunities to 

be gainfully realised, by managing urban developments so that they benefit from environmental 

infrastructure without encroaching upon and damaging it. 

We therefore submit that a new Act be created, covering all the Barwon river corridors, in order to 

integrate and standardize the currently fractured and inconsistent planning controls applied by the 

several relevant municipalities. 

Funding of environmental infrastructure must reflect the economic and social benefits this 

infrastructure provides the community and might be assisted by capturing part of the increased 

value of urban developments adjoining river parklands, in the form of developer contributions 

towards green infrastructure improvements and protection. 

We submit, further, that water for future parks and gardens in the expanding cities of Ballarat and 

Geelong needs to come from non-traditional sources: the surface and groundwaters of the Barwon 

system are now truly over-exploited and they are already declining demonstrably from climate-

change. 

Finally, we await with much interest the Government’s response to the Barwon River Ministerial 

Advisory Committee recommendations, which resulted from consultations with our members and 

many others. 

 

 
Yarrowee River, Ballarat  
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Geelong and Ballarat 

Geelong and Ballarat are Victoria’s fastest-growing regional cities: Geelong is growing at 2.7 per cent 

per year, and is expected to double in population to 569, 400 people by 2056. Meanwhile, Ballarat 

should reach 259,500 (Barwon River MAC, 2019). 

The Barwon through Geelong is a major attraction: its rowing course is shared with other 

recreational users, like canoeing, fishing, and water-skiing, not to mention walking and cycling along 

the banks and parklands. The river, too, adds mightily to the quality of landscape enjoyed by 

householders living in the corridor. 

In Ballarat, the Yarrowee River is being gradually restored from the ravages of the gold-rush. 

Volunteers from Bunanyung Landscape Alliance, assisted by some public funding, are working on 

creating a linear park accessible to most of the population, now and in the future. 

The danger, in both cities, is that riverside land is highly desirable for urban dwellers, leading to 

pressure from developers to encroach upon the floodplain and riverbanks. Added to that is the 

damage to environmental infrastructure from run-off: stormwater (and sometimes wastewater) 

from new hard surfaces can significantly affect streamflow profiles and quality, resulting in flooding 

and erosion, not to mention pollution.  

Geelong’s Armstrong Creek housing development has commendably forestalled this problem by 

creating a stormwater holding basin on Sparrovale, a property acquired for the purpose by COGG. 

The resulting wetland should be a fine exemplar of how to blend environmental and commercial 

objectives.  

Both cities have commendably reduced their per capita rate of water consumption, most of which 

comes from the Barwon system’s surface water and groundwater, both of which are now stretched 

to their environmental limit. Future reduction in both sources from climate change means that 

alternative supplies must be found – and soon. To illustrate the point, we note that inflows to the 

West Barwon Reservoir (Geelong’s main supply) have reduced by 32 per cent since 1997 (Barwon 

MAC, 2019). We commend Barwon Water for actively exploring alternative sources, in concert with 

their communities. Unless and until that happens, however, environmental infrastructure will be 

degraded soon into the future, most noticeably by blue-green algal blooms, which are toxic and 

severely restrict the amenity of the waterway and environs. 

Some parklands along the Barwon through Geelong have been set aside by COGG and Barwon 

Water, some managed by Corangamite CMA. But these parklands are patchy; imagine if they were 

continuous, connecting the outlying settlements and allowing visitors to experience linear parks that 

revealed the river as a unit. This is an opportunity seen by G21, which we support. 

Urban encroachment 

Rapid population growth in Geelong is reaching into neighbouring towns upstream, like Batesford, 

Fyansford and Inverleigh, all connected to tributaries of the Barwon (i.e. Moorabool and Leigh). The 

point is illustrated by two examples of urban development that will potentially impact negatively on 

environmental infrastructure of the rivers, at Batesford quarry and Inverleigh. 

Batesford quarry is a huge excavation in Geelong’s western growth area, clearly visible from the 

Geelong bypass. The limestone quarry is to cease operations after decades of supplying Adelaide 

Cement’s raw materials and the owners are seeking planning permission to develop the surrounding 

land for housing.  
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Not unreasonably, the proposal is to turn the quarry hole (three times the size of West Barwon 

reservoir) into an urban lake. Arguably, this could be seen as a new piece of environmental 

infrastructure; certainly, it would be an improvement on having a deep and dangerous hole near 

houses. The concept has recently been endorsed by City Of Greater Geelong and its planning panel, 

and now awaits ministerial approval. 

Our problem with the proposal is that refilling the lake will take water from the Moorabool (and 

lower Barwon) that will diminish both rivers catastrophically, as both are already over-stressed in 

terms of environmental flows. In operation, the quarry has been kept dry by pumping 3.5 million 

litres per year (Gl/yr) of groundwater (the quarry is 35 metres below the river level) back into the 

Moorabool, thus keeping it and the lower Barwon flowing in summer. If the pumping is stopped to 

fill the hole, the Moorabool would be dry, and the Barwon through Geelong so low that algal blooms 

are highly likely. 

We have submitted to the relevant authorities that water to replace that which was pumped into it 

from the quarry needs to be found from another source. 

A second improvement to environmental infrastructure at the quarry would be to repair the old and 

dilapidated concrete diversion channel that was built to carry the Moorabool around the quarry site. 

It allows what little water reaching the channel to seep into the ground, which has been dried out by 

years of groundwater pumping to keep the quarry dry. 

 

 

 

 

Moorabool River, below Batesford 
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The second example of urban encroachment is at Inverleigh, where Golden Plains shire has revised 

its structure plan to allow dense urban development on the floodplain and riverbanks of the Leigh 

River. Our members have submitted to the relevant authorities that the proposal will be unable to 

prevent stormwater and wastewater contaminating the river, especially during major storms. The 

development, too, is planning to encroach upon the existing wildlife habitat connecting a nearby 

nature reserve to the river. 

 

Better planning 

To avoid such examples of urban encroachment further degrading environmental infrastructure, we 

submit that:  

• New legislation covering the Barwon system is needed, and 

• Municipal planning schemes need to be better integrated. 

 New legislation is needed in the form of an Act specifically covering the Barwon and all its 

tributaries - a precedent for which has already been established for the Yarra River. The main 

justification is to transform traditional piecemeal efforts by various agencies all aiming at particular 

parts of what is effectively a whole. The river system needs to be regarded as a single “living entity”, 

with similar legal rights as a person. With such an Act over-riding other legislation, agencies would 

be obliged to consider the impacts of various developments on the well-being of the river system as 

a whole. 

Integrated planning would follow the creation of the new Act. This would overcome the current 

inconsistencies between municipalities in their application of planning controls, as well as allowing 

municipal planners to integrate with Catchment Management Authority planners. To be sure, 

attempts are commendably underway to do “Integrated Water Planning”, which brings urban and 

Barwon River, Geelong – MAC document Rivers of the Barwon 
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water planners together. But this relies mostly on goodwill and trust, which could easily be 

formalized in the form of a new over-riding Act. 

Better funding 

Funding of environmental infrastructure is always seen as a low priority, despite well-documented 

evidence that healthy environmental infrastructure provides a measurable boost to the economic 

and social well-being of the community. This is summarised in DELWP (2017) Biodiversity 2037, and 

also in Parks Victoria (undated) Valuing Victoria’s Parks.  Realisation of the true value of green 

infrastructure to the community should be a high priority for government and used to inform 

investment strategies. We submit that one way of helping with this is to capture some of the value 

of increased land prices due to environmental infrastructure, by charging developers an appropriate 

share of that value. The idea applies already for the creation of infrastructure like water, sewerage 

and electricity, so why not simply extend it to environmental infrastructure? 

Management of environmental infrastructure 

The establishment and protection of areas of environmental infrastructure requires a long-term 

resource commitment for management for pest plant and animals, wild-fire, and for maintaining 

adequate access and amenity for the community. We are strongly opposed to using the already 

scarce potable water harvested from the Barwon River system to help maintain environmental 

infrastructure, like parks and gardens.  

Finally 

We keenly await the outcome of the Barwon River Ministerial Advisory Committee’s 

recommendations to the Ministers for Water and Planning because their deliberations and 

consultations covered much of the ground in this submission. 

 

 

 
Ducks on the Leigh river, Inverleigh 
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