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It must surely be the ultimate irony – state governments around the country are frantically 
looking for politically and environmentally acceptable ways of securing more water while simultaneously 
water utilities continue to throw gigalitres of treated effluent ‘out the back door’ via coastal outfalls. In 
an even more perverse twist, this treated effluent results in significant environmental degradation and 
damage once in the ‘receiving environment’.  

The disposal of our treated wastewater into rivers, streams, oceans and bays is a cheap 
engineering ‘fix’ that compromises environmental assets, human health and aesthetics while doing 
absolutely nothing to increase the re-use of such a precious resource. In short, the significant reliance on 
outdated disposal techniques only serves to further entrench our ‘one-shot’ mentality to water use. We 
harvest the water and store it; run it through pipes and use it (once); treat the waste and then dispose 
of it. It might be argued that this process is one part of a bigger water cycle which is completed by 
evaporation from the oceans and deposition as rainfall. Trouble is, the accepted phenomena of global 
warming and climate change have skewed the rainfall distribution so that less of the stuff is ending up in 
our catchments.  In Western Australia for example, Perth metropolitan storages have struggled to 
remain above ¼ of capacity while storages not far to the south have typically held more than twice this 
amount. This is due to the rain-bearing winter systems progressively slipping further southwards so that 
Perth is now effectively in a rainfall ‘shadow’. Similar trends are observed around the south-east coast of 
Australia.  

Even when it does rain, we can’t dictate where it will rain. Cloud-seeding has found its way back 
on the table of possible options for securing additional water supplies. While there is no doubt that 
cloud-seeding works, the CSIRO after many years of exhaustive testing and evaluation concluded that 
the technique did not produce statistically significant increased amounts of rain (except perhaps in 
Tasmania). Even if the method can be refined by better seeding technologies and more precise 
forecasting of exactly where the precipitation will fall, little or no consideration appears to have been 
given to the potential impact of silver iodide (one of the materials used as a ‘seed’) on native flora and 
fauna.  

The Eastern Treatment Plant (ETP) in the south-east suburb of Bangholme treats approximately 
40% of Melbourne’s wastewater. The secondary treated effluent is pumped via a 38km pipeline to Bass 
Strait and disposed into the ocean via a sub-tidal outfall on the rocky platform at Boags Rocks near the 



popular Gunnammatta surf beach.  The outfall was commissioned in September 1975 and has been 
discharging effluent into the marine environment at a rate of about 370 million litres a day since that 
time. Between 1997 and 1999 I was Director of CSIRO’s Effluent Management Study which was based on 
a series of scientific investigations commissioned by Melbourne Water to investigate the environmental 
impacts of the Boags Rocks outfall. Our Final Report1 identified the ammonia toxicity of the effluent as 
the primary caustitive agent of the loss of large tracts of the brown algal species Hormosira in the 
vicinity of the outfall. Interestingly, the freshwater component of the effluent was also responsible for 
some of the environmental impacts observed at the Boags Rocks site. Melbourne Water has committed 
to a $300 million upgrade of the Eastern Treatment Plant to treat wastewater to Class A standard. While 
this is a positive step that paves the way for increased re-use of the effluent, the recent decision by the 
Victorian government to construct a massive desalination plant at nearby Wonthaggi has, for the time 
being, ruled out the option of redirecting the ETP effluent to the power generation plants of the Latrobe 
Valley. So we now (or soon will) have a situation where the same volume of an albeit ‘cleaner’ effluent 
that is nevertheless toxic in a marine environment is being discharged into Bass Straight; salt water from 
Bass Strait is converted to drinking water using huge amounts of energy supplied by burning ‘dirty’ coal 
from the Latrobe Valley whose generators consume approximately 90 billion litres of water annually; 
and the waste-stream from the desalination plant is discharged back into Bass Strait. The simpler, and I 
believe more effective solution is contained in our Final Report referred to above: treat the ETP effluent 
to potable (ie. drinking) standard and pump it back into Cardinia reservoir. Yes, this still requires energy 
and the burning of fossil fuels, but only a fraction of that of a desalination plant but, unlike the 
desalination option, does not create an additional waste stream and turns the tap off an existing one. 
Apparently this option is as unpalatable today as it was 7 years ago when it was suggested. In some 
ways, we’ve not come very far. 

In Adelaide approximately 5,000 hectares of seagrass has been lost off the metropolitan 
coastline (see accompanying story) and the soon to be released findings of the Adelaide Coastal Waters 
Study2 have confirmed that wastewater is significantly implicated in this loss.  

 

 

                                                           
1 
http://www.melbournewater.com.au/content/library/sewerage/eastern_treatment_plant/planning_for_the_future/CSIRO_ET
P_EMS_Final_Report_June_1999.pdf  
2 http://www.clw.csiro.au/acws 
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