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“Drought took place in Awenybul in Sudan where about 300 people died from 
drought, which lasted for 7 months. My uncle was one of the people who 
died.” Young Sudanese female 
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Summary 
 
 
Water is one of Melbourne’s most valuable resources. 
 
The Victorian Government’s 21st Century Melbourne: A WaterSmart City, Final 
Report highlights the pressing need for sustainable management of this resource. 
 
To ensure this proper management all members of Victoria’s culturally diverse 
community need to be educated about water conservation.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Refugee and Migrant Youth Water Conservation Capacity Building Project 
delivered water conservation training to young migrant and refugee people through 
community-based peer education. The training was culture and age appropriate and 
aimed at developing awareness of water conservation issues and practices. 
 
Targeting the western region of Melbourne for its high number of new-arrival and 
established migrant and refugee communities, the project also researched water 
conservation attitudes and practices among the youth of these communities. 
 
In part, the project found that: 
 

• Current education initiatives do not reach significant parts of the community, 
in particular, migrant and refugee communities 

 
• To gain broader success, education programs must target the needs of these 

communities and understand their different experiences of water 
 

• Youth and peer education programs are a successful way of communicating a 
water conservation message to this target audience, making training more 
enjoyable, interesting and socially acceptable 

 
• Engaging young migrant and refugee people as peer educators establishes 

significant links to communities and engages young people in the 
management of their environment. 

 
By engaging migrant and refugee young people this project is an opportunity to learn 
from the diverse experiences of these communities for the benefit of Victoria’s water 
conservation. 

 
Almost a quarter of Victorians were born overseas. We come from 233 countries, speak 
more than 180 languages and dialects and we follow 116 religions (ABS Census 2001). 
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Introduction 
 
 
The Victorian Government’s 21st Century Melbourne: A WaterSmart City, Final 
Report encapsulates our community’s growing concern over the sustainable 
management of one of our scarcest resources – water. It recognised that “a marked 
change in attitudes to water is required”.  
 
In light of this, it must be ensured that all sectors of the Australian community receive 
water conservation education, especially those of disadvantaged backgrounds, who 
often have few opportunities to learn about and to value the environment. 
 
The western region of Melbourne has been specifically targeted for this project due to 
its high number of new-arrival and established migrant and refugee communities.  
 
In July 2003/2004 there were 219 youth humanitarian arrivals in the three local 
government areas of Brimbank, Maribyrnong and Mooney Valley (DIMIA July 2004). 
28% of residents in the City of Hobson's Bay, Wyndham, Maribyrnong and Mooney 
Valley come from a non-English speaking background. (ABS Census 2001.)  
 
The statistics indicate the high need for migrant and refugee services in the western 
region. 
 

Background 
 
 
Migrant and refugee young people in particular face high levels of disadvantage and 
risk factors due to: 
 

• Family breakdown 
 
• Language barriers 

 
• Disrupted education 

 
• Torture and trauma experiences 

 
• Income support and accommodation issues 

 
• A lack of connection to local services and networks. 

 
Due to their recent arrival in Australia, refugee and migrant young people have a 
limited understanding of their new environment and the need for water conservation. 
However, they often bring knowledge from their country of origin that can be used to 
the benefit of the wider Australian community. 
 
Different perceptions of water usage in their home countries make it even more 
imperative for refugee and migrant young people to be informed about sustainable 
water usage. There is currently limited understanding amongst refugee and migrant 
young people about how their behaviour affects water shortages and why water 
conservation is important in Victoria 
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Compounding the issue, the Department of Sustainability and Environment (DSE) 
and City West Water have indicated that they currently lack the knowledge and skills 
to effectively engage emerging communities without the kinds of tailored assistance 
that this project provides.  
 
DSE does not have appropriately skilled cross-cultural staff located within migrant 
and refugee communities to execute this type of project. DSE has also indicated a 
desire to improve its capacity in this area and to build partnerships with Victoria’s 
emerging communities and migrant and refugee service providers to inform its future 
policy development and project delivery. 
 
The project targeted young people within the 15-25 age group, a group identified 
through anecdotal evidence as the highest water-user group within Victoria. 
 
The project was initiated to provide community based education about water 
conservation to refugee and migrant young people, to document the young people’s 
perceptions and knowledge of water conservation and to work with the water industry 
to develop and provide culturally appropriate educational training materials. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In response to these objectives the project trained a group of young migrants and 
refugees as peer educators who then conducted training sessions on water 
conservation in schools and community settings in the Western region of Melbourne. 
The peer educators’ training was complemented by site visits to provide an 
opportunity to contextualise their learning.  
 
The project has been funded and supported through the Smart Water Fund – 
representing Melbourne’s water businesses and the Victorian Government. The 
project has appreciated the advice and support shown by City West Water, WYPIN 
and DSE. 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
“[Water was] easy to get from the tankers that visited homes or if not then you have to go 
to them.” Young Sudanese female 
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Objectives 
 
 
The objectives of the project included: 
 

• The provision of water conservation education to migrant and refugee young 
people 

 
• The documentation of refugee young people’s perceptions and knowledge of 

water conservation 
 

• To assist DSE and water authorities to effectively engage with culturally 
diverse communities to influence behavioural change and encourage the 
continuation of potentially water-saving cultural practices 

 
• To create focus groups and consultations with migrant and refugee young 

people to determine cultural attitudes to water use and awareness of access 
to existing programs and regulations 

 
• To analyse consultations and make recommendations and presentations to 

DSE and water authorities in the form of a report 
 

• The development of youth-friendly education and training to ensure young 
people are engaged to learn about water conservation 

 
• To work with City West Water to develop culturally appropriate educational 

training materials for use by water authorities 
 

• To conduct site visits to compliment learning for peer educators. 
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Results 
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Results 
 
 
The results are based on written surveys, face to face interviews and discussion 
groups conducted with: 
 

• A group of 20 peer educators from migrant or refugee backgrounds, aged 
between 12 and 25 

 
• Approximately 100 young people from schools and community settings in the 

western region of Melbourne who participated in the training delivered by peer 
educators. 

 
 

Introduction 
 
 
In conducting the project WYPIN found that the written survey needed to be 
supported by face to face interviews and discussions because many young people of 
migrant and refugee backgrounds were not sufficiently confident in their written 
English skills. 
 
Face to face contacts also allowed the young people to share anecdotal experiences, 
some of which were highly personal and informative. 
 
In addition to receiving a training program from WYPIN, peer educators benefited 
from site visits to Scienceworks, the Western Treatment Plant, the Centre for 
Education and Research in Environmental Strategies (CERES) environmental park, 
Ecohouse in St Kilda and a visit to Barwon Heads to learn about Victoria’s coastal 
environment and waterways. Site visits reinforced the scarcity of water and the extent 
to which it is wasted. 
 
Speaking of their experiences during the excursions, peer educators commented: 
 
“If you think about it, it’s really a waste of water the way it is flushed down the toilet 
[when at CERES] it is good for compost.”  
Young Sudanese male 
 
“It’s important not to waste water because it just gets thrown out to the sea and that 
too needs to be treated before it’s discarded!” 
Young Italian male 
 
“Recently, it really hit me when they said the NSW countryside is running out of 
water. If they run out of water there will be no water for Sydney because that’s where 
Sydney’s water comes from.” 
Young Italian male 
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At Scienceworks and CERES, peer educators were greatly surprised by the large 
amount of water wasted in seemingly insignificant areas of the home like a leaking 
tap. At the Western Treatment Plant, peer educators learnt that most of our water 
goes out to sea after extensive treatment and only a small percentage is recycled. 
Although many did not like the idea of using recycled water themselves, they learnt 
that recycled water can be put to good use, as it was on the farmland around the 
treatment plant. 
 
The excursions also introduced migrant and refugee young people to environments 
and concepts different to those in their countries of origin. Some had never been to 
the coast and were greatly interested in the marine life that depended on coastal 
waters for their survival. Others were unfamiliar with sewerage treatment and found 
interest in the visit to the Western Treatment Plant which introduced them to 
Melbourne’s extensive network of sewerage pipes and water treatment facilities: 
 
“I enjoyed the one to the treatment plant because it was interesting how they clean 
the water before they even let it go into the sea. Also it struck me how water we use 
everyday gets wasted and it goes into the sea.” 
Young Italian male 
 
The training provided an opportunity for the project itself to learn from the 
participants’ own experiences and knowledge of water use. It drew on many existing 
educational resources with a view to tailoring the language and the activities to the 
needs of young migrant and refugee people and to promote greater student 
participation.  
 
One peer educator of Sudanese background spoke of the difficulty of talking to 
people about water conservation: 
 
“Sudanese people mostly conceptualise it as nothing important to talk about. To get 
people to be more open you have to educate them. They do not want to accept the 
reality that they are suffering.” 
Young Sudanese female 
 
The training was run in an informal way to encourage students to participate and ask 
questions throughout the process.  
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Fig.1.1 Number of people in household
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Fig.1.2 Country of origin

73%

27%

Horn of Africa
Other

Knowledge and Perceptions of Water 
 
 
More than half of all survey participants came from 3 – 5 person households 
(Fig.1.1). Water conservation training that targets these young people, has the 
potential to reach at least 2 other people within that person’s household, highlighting 
the importance of encouraging young people to adopt water-saving practices. 
Although, the post-training evaluation has shown that not all young people have a 
desire to share the water-saving message with their families. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The majority of young people surveyed claimed a country of origin in the Horn of 
Africa. Other countries of origin included the Philippines, Argentina, East Timor, Sri 
Lanka and Italy (Fig.1.2).  
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
It might be presumed from the country of origin results that many of the young people 
surveyed would have extensive experience of drought and, therefore, understand the 
necessity of saving water. However, according to the participants’ responses this is 
not necessarily the case. 
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Fig.1.3 Did your country of origin 
experience droughts?

57%29%

14%

Yes
No
Did not know

Fig.1.4 Was water plentiful?

8%

4%12%

76%

Yes
In some areas
Did not know
No

A high number of the people surveyed claimed that water was plentiful in their 
country of origin (Fig.1.4), even though over half of the respondents also said their 
country of origin had experienced droughts (Fig.1.3). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In considering these results it should be noted that: 
 

• Variations in access to water occur within a country of origin 
 
• There is a subjectivity to responses – what might be plentiful by the living 

standards of Australia will not correspond with those of another country  
 

• Those responding to the survey were not necessarily the primary person 
responsible for the collection of water 

 
Importantly, the survey results suggest a gendered experience of water use. Many of 
the males surveyed had little knowledge of how water was obtained and used, one 
participant commenting:  
 
“Only girls collected the water.” 
Young Ethiopian male 
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Fig.1.5 Was water easy to access?
5%

63%

32%
Did not know
Yes
No

63% of peer educators responded that water was easy to access in their country of 
origin (Fig.1.5). Interestingly, a third of these respondents did not have access to 
running water and depended on wells, rainwater tanks or traveling tankers for their 
supply.  
 
“[Water was] easy to get from the tankers that visited homes or if not then you have 
to go to them.” 
Young Sudanese female 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The discussion responses demonstrate that in the majority of experiences water was 
not readily available from taps and that supply shortages meant that water had to be 
transported to homes. Of those who did find water difficult to access, two-thirds cited 
distance as the primary reason. Anecdotal evidence of extreme water shortages and 
droughts indicated that newly arrived refugee young people have experienced 
enforced water conservation before coming to Australia. 
 
A Sudanese young female had this to say of her experience with water shortages: 
 
“Drought took place in Awenybul in Sudan where about 300 people died from 
drought, which lasted for 7 months. My uncle was one of the people who died.” 
 
“You use your urine to drink because there was no water to drink.” 
 
“In Kenya in 1998, there was no water in the refugee camps. Many people [were 
forced] to use unclean water from the dam, people died from typhoid from drinking 
polluted water.” 
 
The survey discovered a common misconception amongst both peer educators and 
students about the state of our water supply in Australia. Newly arrived young people 
often take it for granted that because water is highly accessible, Australia has a 
plentiful supply of water. This misconception means that the necessity to save water 
is not immediately apparent and the urgency of conserving our water supplies is 
somewhat diminished. This perception was a major barrier that needed to be 
addressed in the project training.  
 
This has important implications for the dissemination of information to migrant and 
refugee young people, and through them, to their families, about water restrictions 
and the importance of water conservation.  
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Further, responses from participants suggested that there is misconception regarding 
the state of global fresh water access and supply. Many participants were surprised 
at the small percentage of available freshwater when water seems to be so abundant 
on earth in the form of oceans.  
 
“[Saving water is] important, but not so much. Because many water in the world and 
we must just clean it.”  
Young Bosnian female 
 
In discussions about the scarcity of fresh water, for example, one of the participants 
simply suggested: 
 
“Why don’t we just melt the ice [from Antarctica]?” 
Young Eritrean male 
 
This response demonstrates the importance of placing water conservation education 
in the context of broader environmental and social issues. 
 
“I learnt that you need to save water because some people have none” 
Young female student 
 
The project found that peer educators recognised the importance of conserving water 
in times of drought. However, few realised that water in Australia was scarce. 
 
Whilst many participants spoke about the drought as an important reason for saving 
water, its effects were not generally felt in urban areas except to the extent that water 
restrictions and other government water-saving measures impacted on water use. 
Results also suggest that young people have insufficient knowledge of water 
restrictions and water-saving rules. 
 
Although the majority of participants recognised the importance of saving water those 
who disagreed provided some interesting responses: 
 
“Na, if there’s no water I would go to the [shop] and buy bottles of water.” 
Young Eritrean male 
 
“We pay for it, so we should get it.” 
Young female student 
 
One of the student participants remarked during the training that: 
 
“Drought only happens to poor people.” 
Young female student 
 
This comment highlights the conception of drought and water shortage as a 
predominantly third world experience and as something that is related to wealth. The 
real situation with Australia’s water resources is obscured by the minimal visible 
impact on water practices in urban areas and by our high standard of living. There 
are no queues for water and there are no travelling tankers in our cities to highlight 
the scarcity of water and the need to conserve it. Although the effects of drought are 
acutely felt in rural areas around Australia, it will be some time before there is 
significant and evident impact on urban centres.  
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Fig.1.6 Were there water restrictions?

11%

16%

73%

Yes
Did not know
No

Fig.1.7 Do you think water restrictions 
are important?

7%

93%
Yes
No

During the training it became evident that all of the peer educators were aware of the 
current water restrictions (in force at the time of training), but none actually knew of 
the specific restrictions. Although few participants responded that they had 
experienced water restrictions in their country of origin (Fig.1.6) a third of those that 
had, responded that the government would sometimes cut their water supply. 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A number of young people from the Horn of Africa responded that they had not 
experienced water shortages in their country of origin. This is because, in great part, 
they had come from urban centres and severe restrictions on access to water and its 
use were more common in rural areas and refugee camps. As a result of this 
disparity, experiences of water use between participants varied significantly.  
 
Comparing his experience of water in his home country of Italy with that of Australia, 
one participant said:  
 
“[In Italy] there is only public gardens. There is not much concern about saving water 
except in the south where there is less water. At certain times in the afternoon the 
water is switched off.” 
Young Italian male 
 
However, these young people may have had their access to water restricted in other 
ways; for example, many had to rely on wells and water tankers for their water 
supply. Although the majority of participants responded that they had not 
experienced water restrictions, many were presumably accustomed to using water 
sparingly in times of severe water shortages.  
 
The combined majority of participants surveyed by the project agreed that water 
restrictions are important (Fig.1.7).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Of the peer educator group alone, 92% indicated that water restrictions are 
important. In giving reasons for the importance of water restrictions 54% cited the 
need to save water, 23% cited drought and the water shortage, and a further 15% 
cited the importance of looking after our future.  
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Fig.1.8 Is it important to save water?

94%

3%
3%

Yes
Did not know
No

Fig.1.9 How important is water to you and 
your family?

85%

5%

10%

10 - very important

8

5-6 - moderately
important

In the questionnaire given to school and community groups, participants were asked 
if they think saving water is important (Fig.1.8), 94% of participants responded ‘yes’. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Of this majority, 19% said that water is necessary for our survival, 22% said that it is 
necessary to save water for the future, 22% made reference to a shortage of water 
and only 5% mentioned (saving) money as the primary reason for saving water. 
Financial incentives, it would seem, are not a high priority. 
 
The survey results indicate that there is strong interest in water conservation among 
the project participants. However, young people may lack the necessary knowledge 
to further their understanding of water-related issues and to engage in positive water-
saving action. 
 
When the peer educators were asked to rate the importance of water to them and 
their families on a scale from 1 to 10 (Fig.1.9) a majority of 85% responded that water 
was very important (10).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Project participants were also asked what they knew of water in Australia. In 
combining the responses of peer educators and school/community groups, 26% 
responded that they did not know anything or otherwise provided no answer, 45% 
agreed that Australia has a limited water supply and is experiencing drought and 4% 
said that Australia has a large supply of water (significantly, 15% of the peer 
educators had originally thought this). 
 
All peer educators surveyed agreed that it is important to know about our water 
resources. 28% said that knowing about water resources is important so that we 
save water and not use it wastefully, 22% cited the importance of water to human life 
and only 6% cited saving money as the primary reason.  
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Fig.1.10 Do you use water in the same way 
as you did in your country of origin?

72%

11%

17%

No
Did not know
Yes

Similarly, 88% of students surveyed agreed that it is important to know about our 
water resources, only 2% did not think it was important and 10% did not know or 
gave no answer. Interestingly, of the 88% of respondents who agreed it is important 
to know about our water resources 12% commented that there is no life without 
water.  
 

Water Use and Practices 
 
 
“In Sudan, you can’t shower as long as you want.” 
Young Sudanese female 
 
The peer educators were asked to compare their use of water in Australia with their 
use of water in their country of origin (Fig.1.10).   
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The majority of peer educators (72%) responded that their use of water was not the 
same. Of this majority 23% said that water is easier to access in Australia, 38% said 
they used more water in Australia, 15% were more conscious about saving water and 
8% said water use was more liberal in their home country because it was either free 
or cheaper. Further, 8% responded that there was not enough water in their home 
country and 8% responded that there was no hot water in their country of origin. 
 
More than a half of all participants surveyed stated that in Australia they had no 
garden or only a small garden (Fig.1.11 and Fig.1.12).  
 

 
 

Fig.1.11 Size of garden (peer educators)

44%

17%
6%

33%

No garden

Small garden

Small to average
garden
Average garden
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Fig.1.12 Size of garden (students)

37%

28%

23%

12%

No garden
Small garden
Average garden
Large garden

Fig.1.13 Does your family use water-
saving products?

53%42%

5%

No
Yes
Did not know

Similarly, 11% of peer educators surveyed responded that they do not water the 
garden or use water outdoors, suggesting that water use within these households is 
greatly concentrated on indoor use. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In Australia, current statistics on domestic water use indicate that the garden is the 
area of highest water use. However, when asked to identify how water was used in 
households in their country of origin only 30% of participants mentioned watering the 
garden, and even then, water use in the garden was never of highest priority.  
 
This comparison shows that use of water in the garden may be less of an issue for 
migrants and refugees than it is for other parts of the community. Accordingly, water-
saving initiatives that target migrant and refugee communities should focus on areas 
of the home, other than the garden, where water use can be reduced. 
 
Peer educators were also surveyed on their use of water-saving products (Fig.1.13).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Those surveyed had little or no knowledge of water-saving products or where these 
products were used, even if they were an already existing part of their homes. Of 
those who did not use water-saving products 36% were not sure what water-saving 
products were or whether they had them. A further 36% had not heard of water-
saving products prior to the survey. 
 
“I said to my mum that we should not use the washing machine every day.” 
Young Bosnian male 
 
Similarly, over 93% of those surveyed were not aware of the government rebate on 
the purchase of water-saving products. 
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Fig.1.14 Do you leave the tap running 
when brushing your teeth?

88%

10% 2%

No
Yes
Sometimes

A survey of how water was used also suggested plenty of room for improvement 
while still producing some encouraging results (Fig.1.14, Fig.1.15 and Fig.1.16). The 
following are combined results for peer educators and school and community groups. 
 

 

 
 

 
A number of peer educators did not recognise that their own uses of water were 
actually positive water-saving practices. Some of the peer educators wash their fruit 
and vegetables and re-use that water on the garden without thinking of this as water 
conservation and 33% water their gardens only in the morning or the evening. 
 
 
 

Fig.1.15 Duration of showers

14%

22%

24%

20%

16%
4%
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20-30 min.
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Fig.1.16 Do you use a plug when 
washing/rinsing dishes?
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32%

1%

Yes
No
Did not know
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Fig.1.18 Do you know about the new 
Permanent Water Saving Rules?

43%

57%
Yes
No

Impact of Water Conservation Education  
 
 
The initial survey conducted with WYPIN peer educators tested participants’ 
knowledge of the Stage 2 water restrictions then in force in Melbourne (Fig. 1.17).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A similar question was asked of school students prior to their training session on 
water conservation, testing the students’ knowledge of the newly introduced 
Permanent Water-saving Rules (Fig.1.18). 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Results indicated that most students confused the new government Permanent 
Water-saving Rules with general water-saving practices such as having shorter 
showers. None of the student responses demonstrated knowledge of all the Water-
saving Rules and only 3% of students could correctly identify one of the Water-saving 
Rules. 
 
None of the participants demonstrated a complete knowledge of the water 
restrictions, with 25% of peer educators stating that they did not actually know what 
the restrictions were, only that there were water restrictions in force.  
 
In considering these results it must be taken into account that the participants were 
surveyed when the Permanent Water-saving Rules had only recently been 
introduced.  
 
The water conservation message is reaching audiences – most significantly via 
television advertising campaigns – but the extent to which this affects productive 
changes in behaviour is questionable, particularly for the school and community 
group participants. 
 
The results do reflect the ability of television to reach many young people, with 83% 
of participants responding that they had heard about the water restrictions or the 
Permanent Water-saving Rules through television.  

Fig.1.17 Do you know about the 
water restrictions?

79%

21%

Yes
No
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Many of the reasons given in support of saving water actually illustrate the success of 
television advertising. A number of the responses bore an obvious resemblance to 
the campaign slogan “Our Water, Our Future”, including “water is our future” and 
“because our water is our future”.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The results also supported the use of school and community forums for the 
communication of water conservation messages with 29% of peer educators and 
students responding that they had learnt of the water restrictions or the Permanent 
Water-saving Rules through their school. 
 
As a component of their studies on water, some students were required to produce 
pamphlets on the importance of water conservation. Many reported that few of their 
fellow students were interested in the issue. On the other hand, it was very clear that 
the students’ previous studies on water supported the training and made it more 
effective. While the students were able to suggest numerous water-saving practices, 
few admitted during the training to adopting these practices in their own homes.  
 
Generally, the post-training evaluation provides much to be optimistic about: 
 
“…Because water in Australia is not too much for us to take a bath an hour a day.” 
Young Serbian male 
 
“[I learnt] that some people in Africa only get 6 litres of water a day!” 
Young female student 
 
During the training, many of the peer educators were surprised by the amount of 
water used for common household tasks and the manufacture of products that do not 
appear to have a connection with water usage.  
 
“[I learnt] that they use 9 L to make a magazine!! Oh my god!!” 
Young female student 
 
In a post-training evaluation survey 75% of students said they would share what they 
had learnt through the training with their friends, family or neighbours. Surprisingly, of 
those who did not intend to share what they had learnt, all had said that saving water 
was important, but they did not feel compelled to share the water-saving message 
with others. Somewhat pessimistically, several students from a participating school 
said that not enough people care about the issue of saving water to make it effective. 
 
The post-training evaluation suggests that participants were more likely to engage in 
water-saving practices than before the training. It would be interesting and productive 
to return to the participants in 6 to 12 months after the training to evaluate its ongoing 
affects and whether water-saving practices had been implemented and retained.  
 
   
 

 
“I learnt that we should save our fresh water and use it wisely. Because water is our future” 
Young female student 
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Training 
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Training 
 
 
WYPIN developed the training to meet the specific needs and interests of migrant 
and refugee young people. The training program was based on participant responses 
to an initial survey of peer educators and students. The peer educators responded to 
a more extensive survey and participated in site visits to complement their training. 
 
The results of the survey dictated the extent to which some issues were emphasized. 
For example, current statistics on domestic water use indicate that the garden is the 
area of highest water use: 35% of total household consumption (Water – Learn it! 
Live it! Guide for Schools.). However, survey results indicated that use of water in the 
garden is less of an issue for migrants and refugees: 44% of WYPIN young people 
surveyed did not have a garden. 

Specific Training Objectives: 
 

• To provide educational training on the importance of water conservation for 
migrant and refugee young people 

 
• To provide a practical model for schools and community/youth organisations 

working with migrant and refugee young people 
 

• To develop an awareness of our dependency on water and its relation to our 
standard of living 

 
• To emphasise the extent of water shortages in Australia and the direct impact 

of drought and inefficient water use on Australia’s future 
 

• To provide training that is culturally appropriate and language appropriate for 
migrant and refugee young people, who may also be newly-arrived in 
Australia 

 
• To provide youth-friendly training that allows for participation and engagement 

through open discussions, role-playing and the development of creative 
means to save water 

 
• To specifically target migrant and refugee young people who are otherwise 

disadvantaged because of English language issues, disrupted schooling and 
lack of access to educational resources 

 
• To engage migrant and refugee young people in dialectical learning whereby 

experiences of access to water and water use from their country of origin are 
recognised and shared and water-saving cultural practices identified and 
encouraged 

 
• To focus on raising awareness of Melbourne’s water shortage and how small 

behaviour changes can contribute towards conserving water 
 

• To develop modifications to the way water is used within the home that are 
simple, sustainable and altogether more affordable measures to reduce 
household water consumption.  
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Young people are in a unique position to influence their family’s water use. They 
should be encouraged to implement water-saving practices within their own homes, 
but these practices should be simple measures that are capable of producing 
tangible results.  
 
Many migrant and refugee young people live in private rental properties or public 
housing where it is not possible to install and use expensive water-saving products. 
For this very reason the WYPIN training does not focus on the purchase and use of 
water-saving products, which –although highly desirable and effective– are not 
necessarily the most accessible and practical means of achieving a reduction in 
water consumption for migrant and refugee youth and their families.  
 
As young people often do not pay for the household water bills there was also a 
limited focus on the cost of water and the recent increases in water bills. Survey 
findings also suggest that the cost of water is not a concern for young people. 
 
Understandably, many recently arrived refugee and migrant young people have a 
limited comprehension of Australia’s systems and institutions. Training may need to 
incorporate clarifications of generally accepted concepts. One example is the 
treatment of sewerage; for many of the young people sewerage is not treated in their 
home countries. The concept of restrictions also introduced a new term, although 
young people may have experienced drought, they had not heard of the term 
restrictions.  
 
Further, the role of water authorities, such as City West Water also required 
explanation within the training framework. A limited knowledge of water authorities 
will impact on these communities’ ability to access water conservation information 
and services offered. 
 
Much of the information received from water authorities about water-saving is 
received in English, requiring individuals to be highly proactive in gathering standard 
information further emphasising the importance of verbal and peer based community 
education. 
 
Having WYPIN’s training program run by young people for young people also 
conveys a sense of ownership in the project and provides a key cultural connection 
between peer educators and their audience. 
 
Peer educators can also draw on the young people’s own experiences of water use, 
such as the story shared by the young Sudanese woman (refer to page 10), to make 
personal and cultural connections between water use and the impact on the 
environment.  
 
Site visits complemented learning practices. The excursions to CERES and the 
Western Treatment Plant, for example, provided the peer educators with an 
opportunity to learn in an informal, fun and interactive way. The activities at these 
sites also supported and consolidated knowledge already gained from the training 
program and vice versa.  
 
Site visits also add a social element to environmental education and place water 
conservation education within the context of broader environmental and social 
issues. Further, site visits reinforce the importance of not only water conservation, 
but also sharing knowledge with others.  
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Individuals respond to different modes of learning and have different levels of 
knowledge about water issues; this needed to be accommodated by the training 
program. Accordingly, a range of activities to encourage various forms of 
participation such as discussions, games and role-playing were used. 
 
Those who know little about water can participate in the Quiz (outlined in the training 
program), for example, as well as a participant with more extensive knowledge of 
water. Some activities involve the entire group whilst others require a few volunteers. 
Activities were developed to be simple enough for peer educators to be confident to 
run on their own. 
 
Other presentation and education techniques utilised included:  
 

• To effectively communicate with young people with English language issues, 
simple language and clear explanations were used for terms such as dams 
and reservoirs  

 
• Young people were allowed to ask questions throughout the training to clarify 

any issues as they arose 
 

• Visual aids were used to explain difficult terms and concepts, including maps, 
globes, images and litre containers to illustrate volume 

 
• A board was used to list facts and statistics, allowing students to make 

comparisons or to take notes 
 

• When working with a larger group of students, participants were divided into 
smaller tables and given team points for games. 

 
Based on an evaluation survey at the end of each training session, the participants 
found the training to be easy to understand (97% of participants). 
 
The training program is available separately and may be obtained by contacting 
WYPIN. Peer educators are also available for training delivery for a fee. 
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Key Learning and Recommendations 
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Key Learning and Recommendations 
 
The training component of this project is the culmination of a productive relationship 
between WYPIN and City West Water. The relationship has succeeded by drawing 
on the knowledge and expertise of the respective organisations. 
 
City West Water’s extensive knowledge and resources have been invaluable in 
informing the development of the training. WYPIN’s links into the community have 
made it possible for the project training to successfully access migrant and refugee 
young people and their communities.  
 
The success of the project is an opportunity to further develop similar working 
relationships between community organisations, the government and non-
government organisations. The project and its methods could be extended into other 
geographical regions. 
 

Areas of Focus for Water Conservation Initiatives 
 

• Many newly arrived migrants and refugees live in rental properties where it is 
not always possible to use and install many of the water-saving products 

 
• Current government water-saving initiatives, such as the new Permanent 

Water-saving Rules and the Water Smart Gardens and Homes Rebate 
Scheme largely focus on outdoor water usage. Many of the products on the 
rebate scheme are also specifically for outdoor water use 

 
• The high cost of installing many of the water-saving products compared with 

the low cost of water supply makes the use of water-saving products such as 
rainwater tanks a financial disincentive 

 
• Over 93% of the young people that WYPIN surveyed had no knowledge of 

the government rebate on water-saving products, a scheme which needs to 
be more widely publicised if it is to be more effective 

 
• As indicated by the results, the target group face high-levels of disadvantage 

in accessing water-conservation information and practices, including: English 
language issues and socio-economic and cultural factors 

 
• Water conservation may not be of high priority for young migrants and 

refugees and their families as many face significant settlement issues which 
compete for limited family resources. Income support, accommodation issues 
and a lack of connection to local services and networks severely affects 
education and training options, limiting young people’s access to water 
conservation education 

 
• Financial and other impediments make the promotion of simple water-saving 

practices, such as taking shorter showers, more feasible and desirable 
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• Generally, young people are not responsible for paying household bills and 

appeals based on money incentives are more likely to resonate with their 
parents and guardians 

 
• Promoting simple water-saving practices instead of more costly water-saving 

devices are highly-recommended methods of water conservation for young 
people 

 
• Water conservation education targeting young people should provide them 

with realistic and empowering means for action, from simple measures such 
as taking shorter showers to more involved measures like participation in 
environmental and community working groups 

 
• Information on saving water should be accessible to migrant and refugee 

communities. The opportunity to engage people of a non-English speaking 
background may be lost if they are forced to be highly proactive in accessing 
the translated information for themselves. 

  

Key Recommendations 
 
1. A review of government initiatives in light of the results 
 
2. Results to be used by all water authorities and relevant organisations within 

the government and community sectors 
 

3. Future water conservation initiatives targeting newly arrived migrant and 
refugee communities to focus on indoor areas of the home where water use 
can be reduced 

 
4. Information on saving water to be made available in household water bills, in 

appropriate translations to increase dissemination to target migrant and 
refugee communities 

 
5. Water conservation campaigns to broaden their focus to effectively engage 

young people. Campaigns should take into account marketing strategies 
needed to engage culturally and linguistically diverse and disadvantaged 
communities. 

 

Engaging Migrant and Refugee Communities 
 

• An emphasis on making education fun, interesting and accessible to migrant 
and refugee young people is of paramount importance. A long-term view 
towards water conservation is essential and possible only in partnership with 
long-term community education 

 
• Cultural and language barriers prevent many migrant and refugee young 

people from participating in discussions of environmental issues. Refugee 
young people may have had disrupted schooling, affecting their opportunities 
to learn about the environment through formal education. This is exacerbated 
by a lack of understanding of the importance of addressing issues such as 
water scarcity in Australia 
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• To successfully engage with migrant and refugee young people, community 

education projects should:  
 

• Consult with migrant and refugee young people to identify their interest 
and knowledge of water issues and address their specific needs 

 
• Provide training that encourages people to interact with the issue and 

one another through visual and interactive presentations and activities 
 

• Use interpreters where necessary and migrant and refugee community 
leaders to effectively communicate and engage with migrant and 
refugee communities 

 
• Broaden the experiences and opportunities of migrant and refugee 

young people who would otherwise have little or no access to such 
programs 

 
• Settlement issues, a lack of transport and other resources prevent many 

young migrants and refugees from experiencing and learning to value 
the Australian environment. Through the training, many young people 
had the opportunity to visit the coast for the first time, to learn about 
water treatment through site visits and to establish connections to local 
networks 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• Only through extensive education will young people be made to understand 

the scarcity of water here in Australia and the necessity of water 
conservation. For young migrants and refugees in particular, readily available 
water at the turn of the tap may mislead them about the true state of 
Australia’s water supply 

 
• Television advertising campaigns have been highly effective in reaching 

young people but this awareness needs to be supported by further education 
to produce changes in attitudes to water use and behavioural changes in 
water practices 

 
• Sharing personal and cultural experiences of water provides a key cultural 

connection between migrant and refugee young people and the peer 
educators delivering the training 

 
• WYPIN’s established community networks and knowledge of working with 

migrant and refugee people allowed access to community groups that, 
otherwise, may not have received water education 

 
• A gendered experience of water must be explored if culturally specific 

community education is to be effective. Young males who traditionally have 
not had the responsibility of collecting water and view it as predominantly the 
work of females need to be specifically engaged in water education 

 
“To get people to be more open you have to educate them.” Young Sudanese female 
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• Diversity in the experiences of young people from the same country of origin, 

defined by either urban or rural environments provides further foundations for 
both research and education 

 
• Many migrants and refugees live in public housing, providing an ideal 

opportunity for the State Government Office of Housing to implement water-
education programs and water-saving practices.  

 

Key Recommendations 
 

6. Establish a relationship between water authorities, DSE, community 
organisations and the Office of Housing to address limitations of current water 
conservation campaigns and implement water education programs 

 
7. Extensive and long-term education in schools and the wider community to 

reinforce the water conservation message 
 

8. Regular and systematic community based water education targeting migrant 
and refugee communities 

 
9. Providing community education through adult language classes and 

community based groups to cater for those who do not attend formal 
education 

 
10. Provide information about water-saving practices at community events, in the 

form of an information stall to target culturally diverse groups 
 

11. Increased  funding and resources to be made available to community 
organisations with existing links to migrant and refugee young people and 
their families to further community education. These organisations are best 
equipped to support community education projects, particularly those using a 
peer education framework 

 

Peer Education 
 
• Educating migrant and refugee young people requires recognition of the 

cultural diversity within the community and even diversity within cultures. In 
order to develop an environmentally conscious approach to water use, a 
range of perspectives about water must be recognised, respected and 
incorporated within the educational framework 

 
• Peer educators deliver training in a way that is both informative and youth-

friendly, ensuring that concepts are easy for other migrant and refugee young 
people to understand 

 
• Through peer education, young people build in confidence and feel 

empowered to take action in promoting water conservation. It is an affirming 
and accessible way to make a difference 
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• For the audience, seeing peer educators of a similar cultural background 
speak about water conservation heightens the importance of the issue 

 
• Peer education is an inexpensive and accessible means of providing water 

conservation education to schools and community groups 
  
• Community education also provides young migrants and refugees, who may 

otherwise be without a voice, an opportunity to share their own knowledge 
and experiences for the benefit of the wider community 

 
• Developing water conservation education through community organisations 

provides numerous links into the community itself, such as local schools and 
community settings 

 
• A comprehensive view of water conservation requires a commitment to 

working in partnership with migrant and refugee young people, their families 
and communities. This commitment extends to effective communication and 
engagement with existing and emerging communities 

 
• Young people’s participation in environmental education encourages an 

interest in the environment as a potential career opportunity. The training 
provided an opportunity for young people to meet education officers, marine 
biologists and others who work for environmental organisations 

 
• Young people’s involvement in environmental fields of employment will 

diversify the future workforce of many community and government 
organisations which currently lack youth, migrant and refugee representation.  

 

Key Recommendations 
 

12. Government organisations, such as DSE, to explore peer education as an 
effective form of training and career development in environmental fields for 
culturally and linguistically diverse young people. 

 

In Conclusion 
 
It is imperative that broader-based and more inclusive water-saving initiatives are 
established and that those focused on young migrant and refugee groups develop 
relevant training within a culturally appropriate context. 
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