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In describing Melbourne Water’s experience, Managing Director Rob Skinner said climate change/variability is affecting every aspect of its business, planning through to operations – including flooding, sewage flows and recycled water, fire, and water supply and demand.  Climate change impacts were felt first on water supply, and the largest impacts are related to dependency on surface water supplies, large storage relative to inflow and growing population.

Changing climate in the past decade highlighted the need for diversified sources, Skinner said.  The immediate response included a desalination plant for Melbourne, modernizing irrigation infrastructure, expansion of the water grid, increased recycling and water conservation programs.

The utility’s pre-2000 long-term assumptions had to be rewritten, he said.  Where reliable streamflow from protected catchments had been the norm, now rapid and large changes in climate are possible with implications for streamflow, fire and storms. Minimal treatment and pumping once equated to low energy and cost, but now the utility faces greater energy/cost optimization challenges.  Environmental flows were formerly managed through minimum releases, but climate changes demand increased the sophistication and variation of releases.

Skinner said that climate impacts brought the recognition that water is an integral component of sustainable cities and the water cycle must be integrated with other sustainable city objectives, such as reduced carbon footprints, city design and architecture, citizen health and well-being, economic development and ecological health.  In addition, water cycle management has a range of strategic components – both structural and non-structural – that need to be integrated.  In addition, all options need to be left open to provide the diversity to respond to the unexpected.

Developing sound and acceptable options requires collaboration with a range of stakeholders and the community, Skinner said.  Both government and non-government agencies share the responsibility to deliver integrated solutions, and these solutions require innovation and consideration of full range of technical, social, economic and environmental factors.  He suggested that five interdependent, strategic components are needed to meet future needs:  a more water sensitive city in shape (density) and design; demand side solutions, such as permanent water conservation measures, pricing and demand reduction; market based solutions, including trading, third party access and customer choice; traditional centralized facilities (desalination, dams, major recycling); and decentralized and distributed options (local recycling, stormwater, groundwater).

