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Executive Summary 

This paper was written by the Institute for Sustainable Futures, UTS, for the Victorian 
Smart Water Fund. It examines the drivers, challenges, barriers and opportunities facing 
local councils in managing sportsground watering during drought. Through semi-
structured interviews with six councils from different geographic locations and water 
retailers, this research aims to provide insight into the experiences and perspectives of 
Melbourne’s metropolitan local councils. This research, including interviews, were 
conducted in November 2008. The information presented in this report reflects the 
situation at that time. 

Restrictions on outdoor water uses, including on sportsgrounds, have been a key element 
to the response to drought in metropolitan Melbourne. When stage 3A restrictions were 
introduced in April 2007, managers of sportsgrounds – mainly local councils – were 
limited to watering 1 in 4 sites, and were required to make a 25% saving in water used on 
those grounds watered. In late 2007, an allocation system was introduced as an 
alternative option, with the aim of enabling local councils greater flexibility in water 
management. 

Councils that had moved to the allocation model identified that it provides a much greater 
degree of flexibility than the 1-in-4 model. In particular, it has, or is expected to, allow the 
conversion of some sportsgrounds to warm season grasses, an important longer-term 
demand reduction strategy. However, one council that remained on the 1-in-4 model 
noted that they would not be able to benefit from an allocation scheme, because their 
watering practices were already very efficient at the time the baseline was calculated. 
Councils were also disappointed that the proposed water purchase scheme did not 
proceed, because they also saw this as an opportunity to establish warm season grasses. 
Similarly, access to recycled water is highly valued, not only because it increases the 
volume of available water, but because it also provides flexibility to convert more 
sportsgrounds to warm season grasses. 

A major barrier to further investment in efficiency measures by councils is the general 
climate of uncertainty about water availability and the shifting water policy environment. 
As one council noted, when the future supply availability and prices are unknown, it can 
be challenging for councils to determine how much to invest in new technologies.  

Councils are aware of the importance of sportsgrounds to their communities, and of 
people’s expectations that council maintain their grounds appropriately. A number of 
councils mentioned various forms of consultation that they had held with sports clubs 
about water restrictions and the impacts on sports clubs. The councils reported that while 
there is some frustration, in general both the wider community and sports clubs have a 
reasonable level of acceptance and understanding about the state of the grounds and 
councils’ efforts to manage them during drought and water restrictions. 

Councils also reported generally good relationships with water retailers. Exemptions and 
special conditions had been recognised, and councils identified that retailers understood 
the need for a long term approach to achieving water efficiency and savings. Technical 
knowledge on the part of water utilities about irrigation technologies and requirements 
appears to be key to working collaboratively with councils. Councils themselves are 
increasingly adopting whole-of-council strategic approaches to water management, and 
there are opportunities to further extend this beyond the sportsground watering sector. 

One issue the research sought to investigate was the anecdotal concerns that sports 
insurance premiums had risen as a result of the poorer state of grounds and what is 
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presumed to be an associated increase in the risk of injury. This research did not 
specifically investigate the extent to which ‘playability’ has decreased, but did include 
interviews with local council and sports club insurers. These revealed that there has not 
been any significant change in policy or rise in premiums charged to councils. Similarly, 
the sports insurance broker interviewed for this research identified that in the five years 
since 2003/04, there has been no increase in claims against sports clubs in Victoria, and 
the cost of premiums has actually decreased. 

This research has focussed on grassed sportsgrounds, and these are certainly a 
significant part of local culture and community. However, there are a range of other types 
of recreational facilities that were not discussed in this project, including other grassed  
passive-use recreational spaces (such as parks) as well as non-grassed sporting 
facilities. One issue that was not investigated in this study but may be worthy of future 
research is the relationship between population size, the overall mix of recreational 
facilities in each council area and that area’s water demand. It may be useful to 
investigate the potential community demand for non-grassed venues. If there were 
community support for a shift in the overall mix of provision then this could be an 
opportunity for councils to reduce the overall water demands of their facilities. 

Overall, this research has demonstrated that councils are responding actively and 
creatively to the challenges of drought and water restrictions. Council staff have 
developed considerable expertise in the area of water efficient sportsground 
management, and are very interested in opportunities to reducing demand and increase 
the efficiency of their irrigation systems. At the same time they feel a genuine 
responsibility to their communities, who value the provision and maintenance of sporting 
and recreational facilities very highly. Local councils also face significant financial 
constraints, and need to be able to justify their investment in water efficiency to their 
ratepayers. The research confirms that, as the drought and water restrictions continue, it 
will be important for water retailers and the State Government to continue working closely 
with local councils in order to maximise opportunities for demand reduction and efficiency.   

 



Institute for Sustainable Futures, UTS  

Managing sportsgrounds during drought and water restrictions v 

Table of Contents 

1! INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................................. 1!
2! METHODOLOGY ............................................................................................................. 2!

2.1! Media analysis ...................................................................................................... 2!
2.2! Scoping and research design ............................................................................... 2!
2.3! Identification of research participants ................................................................... 2!
2.4! Interviews.............................................................................................................. 3!
2.5! Data analysis and reporting .................................................................................. 4!
2.6! Limitations............................................................................................................. 4!

3! FINDINGS ...................................................................................................................... 5!
3.1! Water restrictions models ..................................................................................... 5!
3.2! Water use efficiency.............................................................................................. 8!
3.3! Alternative water sources.................................................................................... 10!
3.4! Local council relationships .................................................................................. 12!
3.5! Insurance issues ................................................................................................. 16!
3.6! The need for integrated management of water issues........................................ 17!

4! SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS ...................................................................................... 18!
5! REFERENCES .............................................................................................................. 22!
APPENDIX A: MIX OF CHARACTERISTICS OF SELECTED COUNCILS......................................... 23!
APPENDIX B: SUMMARY OF COUNCILS’ EXPERIENCES .......................................................... 24!
APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS .................................................................................. 29!
APPENDIX D: INTERVIEWEES .............................................................................................. 31!
APPENDIX E: FACTIVA SEARCH RESULTS............................................................................. 32!
 

 

 



Institute for Sustainable Futures, UTS  

Managing sportsgrounds during drought and water restrictions vi 

Abbreviations 

CMP Civic Mutual Plus 

CWW City West Water 

ISF Institute for Sustainable Futures 

JLT Jardine Lloyd Thompson 

MAV Municipal Association of Victoria 

RW recycled water 

SEW South East Water 

UTS University of Technology, Sydney 

WSG warm season grass 

YVW Yarra Valley Water 

 

 



Institute for Sustainable Futures, UTS     

Managing sportsgrounds during drought and water restrictions 1 

1 Introduction  

Restrictions on outdoor water use have been a key element of the response to drought in 
metropolitan Melbourne. A ban on public and private lawn watering has been in place 
since the introduction of Stage 3 restrictions on 1 January 2007. However, in designing 
and implementing the current drought response framework, the Victorian water industry 
has sought to recognise the “social and public benefits” of participation in sports by 
communities (Victorian and Water Industry Association 2004). 

When stage 3A restrictions were introduced in April 2007, managers of sportsgrounds – 
mainly local councils – were limited to watering 1 in 4 sites, and were required to make a 
25% saving in water used on those grounds watered. In late 2007, an allocation system 
was introduced as an alternative option, with the aim of enabling local councils greater 
flexibility in water management, and to improve overall efficiency and effectiveness of 
water use on sportsgrounds. Since then, there has been continued interest in developing 
more innovative ways to encourage and support local councils in improving their water 
use. 

This report is a deliverable of the Victorian Smart Water Fund (SWF) project 
“Assessment of Alternative Water Restrictions Models”. Following preliminary research 
undertaken by the Institute for Sustainable Futures (ISF), the SWF and ISF identified the 
need to improve the water industry’s understanding of the drivers, challenges, barriers 
and opportunities faced by local councils in managing sportsground watering during 
drought.  

Local councils are responsible for supporting the public benefits of participation in sport, 
such as promoting social cohesion and preventative health care. These public benefits 
have been documented in qualitative terms (see for example, Fam et al 2008 and GHD 
2007). Connellan (2007) suggested “user hours” per ML as a way to quantify the output 
from grassed recreational areas, the benefits of which include enhancing physical and 
mental health, and promoting social cohesion (MAV 2007). Fam et al (2008) also 
describe the wide range of economic, environmental and social values of public green 
spaces (including but not limited to sportsgrounds). These values include influencing the 
micro-climate through providing a cooling effect, and improving plant health and 
biodiversity. Grassed and treed areas were also identified as increasing infiltration rates 
and soil stability, slowing run-off after rainfall, and having the potential to filter pollutants 
such as phosphorus, lead and nitrogen (Fam et al 2008).  

Information also appears to be available about water management technology and 
sportsground maintenance. However, the contemporary experiences of local council 
water managers, and their experiences in balancing public benefit and financial drivers, 
has not been documented. This paper therefore aims to inform the development of future 
drought response mechanisms, by providing insight into recent perspectives from 
Melbourne’s metropolitan local councils. 

In chapter 2, the main method applied in this study, namely semi-structured interviews, is 
described. Chapter 3 outlines key findings and chapter 4 presents conclusions.  

This research, including interviews, was conducted in November 2008. The information 
presented in this report reflects the situation at that time. Changes that have occurred 
since November 2008, then such as to restrictions rules and council situations, are not 
reflected in this report.  
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2 Methodology 

The methodology for this project was comprised of a number of elements, as described 
below. 

2.1 Media analysis 
A brief media analysis was conducted, using the Factiva search engine. Searches were 
conducted for relevant articles published in Victorian media outlets (print and online) 
during the past 12 months. Various combinations of search terms were used to locate 
relevant material, including: sportsground, open space, oval, council, local government, 
drought, water restrictions, sport, health, injury, children, community and so on. 

A brief summary of the relevant articles located by this search is at Appendix E. 

2.2 Scoping and research design  
ISF researchers held meetings (by teleconference) with Des Horton from City West 
Water and John Hennessy from the Municipal Association of Victoria. These meetings 
helped ISF researchers to develop and extend our understanding of how the issues have 
been playing out in the Victorian local government sector as a whole. Horton and 
Hennessy also provided advice on the kinds of research questions that it would be useful 
for the project to explore, and suggestions for a range of councils, (and appropriate 
contact people), that might be included in the interview stage. 

In addition to the preliminary research described in Section 1, the results of the media 
analysis and scoping phases helped refine the focus for this research. It was determined 
that the project aim would be to investigate and document the Victorian local government 
sector's experience of sportsground (and other open space) management during 
drought. It would seek to understand local councils’ experiences of the drought and 
associated water restrictions, and the impact of these conditions – both on sportsgrounds 
themselves but also on councils’ ability to manage these facilities. Councils’ responses to 
these conditions would be documented and the various social, technical, environmental, 
economic and political factors that influence this response would be explored. Overall, 
the research would aim to document current barriers and constraints for water use 
efficiency in the area, and explore any opportunities for changes that would assist the 
sector. 

2.3 Identification of research participants 
ISF chose a range of councils to approach for interviews. In choosing the six councils 
that were eventually interviewed, researchers incorporated the advice of Des Horton and 
John Hennessy, and aimed to achieve a reasonable mix across the following criteria: 

• geographic location 

• water retailer area 

• water use model (‘1 in 4’ or allocation) 

• number of sportsgrounds under council management 

• level of access to alternative water sources 
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• relative socio-economic disadvantage1  

• climatic factors (rainfall) 

A table showing how the chosen councils represent a spread across these characteristics 
is at Appendix A. 

Des Horton and John Hennessy suggested some individual contact people at councils. 
Yarra Valley Water was also contacted for advice on appropriate contact people to speak 
to at councils in their retail area. 

Where individual contact people had been suggested, ISF contacted these people 
directly. However sometimes researchers were referred to other officers. Upon contacting 
the councils, ISF explained the project and sought to speak to the most appropriate 
contact person to request an interview. 

2.4 Interviews 
Semi-structured interviewing 

The interviews conducted for this research were undertaken using a semi-structured 
format (see Appendix C). This approach involves the researcher using a pre-determined 
series of questions as a framework, but implementing this framework in a flexible way 
according to the responses of the interviewee. For example, in answering one question, 
the interviewee may touch on a topic to be covered by a later question, and in response 
the interviewer may re-order the discussion. The semi-structured approach allows the 
interviewer to ask follow up questions, or to probe for more detail on an issue if it seems 
relevant, as well as providing the interviewee with the opportunity to depart from a set 
question and talk about related issues. 

This methodological approach was considered appropriate for this project as there were 
a number of questions that researchers wished to ask all interviewees as well as some 
issues that were likely to be more relevant to some councils than others. 

As a qualitative research method, semi-structured interviewing is also suited to projects 
involving only a small number of subjects. Unlike quantitative research, its main aim is 
not to determine ‘how many’ subjects hold a particular view, or demonstrate a particular 
characteristic, but rather to develop a more in-depth understanding of the topic. This is 
achieved through a conversational approach that draws out and explores the issues, both 
in response to the interviewer’s set questions and from the subject’s own perspective. 
While conclusions may be drawn about the findings across the group of interviewees, 
and subjects’ characteristics compared and contrasted, this is undertaken using 
qualitative rather than quantitative analysis. 

 

 

                                                   
1 This was assessed using the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ Index of Relative Socio-
economic Disadvantage (IRSD) maps. The IRSD is one of several Socio-Economic Indexes 
for Area (SEIFA), produced by the ABS to enable study of different aspects of relative area 
disadvantage, and is calculated using measures of disadvantage collected in the 2006 
Census of Population and Housing. For the relevant maps of Victorian metropolitan Local 
Government Areas, see Department of Planning and Community Development: 
http://www.dse.vic.gov.au/DSE/dsenres.nsf/LinkView/D31EE5FD5F8FD835CA25749C001AD
49EC70997566F01CABDCA256D6500039059 
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Insurer interviews 

One issue that ISF was interested to understand prior to contacting the councils was that 
of insurance for council sportsgrounds. On the advice of John Hennessy, ISF 
researchers interviewed Michael Beasley, Divisional Manager, Legal and Risk 
Management at Civic Mutual Plus. A division of MAV Insurance, CMP is a self-insurance 
scheme providing insurance cover for its local authority members in the areas of public 
and products liability and professional indemnity. This includes insuring 77 of the 79 
Victorian Councils for their civil liabilities to third parties – such as people using their 
sportsgrounds. ISF researchers also interviewed Paul Milo, Manager, Jardine Lloyd 
Thompson, the sports insurance broker for most of the field-based sports in Victoria.  

Council interviews 

Telephone interviews were conducted with relevant contact people at six Victorian 
councils, namely: 

• Brimbank Council 

• Wyndham City Council 

• City of Boroondara Council 

• Manningham City Council 

• City of Casey Council 

• Monash City Council 

Interviews were recorded and transcribed to ensure accuracy. A full list of interviewees 
can be found at Appendix D. 

2.5 Data analysis and reporting 
Interview transcripts and recordings were reviewed and subjects’ responses analysed.  

Results were then written up, and can be found below (section 3). The analysis is 
provided with issues grouped by theme.  

2.6 Limitations 
It is important to acknowledge the limitations of this research. 

Firstly the findings are intended to provide a picture of the experiences of the selected 
councils only. There are 31 councils in metropolitan Melbourne, and this research has 
only engaged with six of them. For this reason, even though the participating councils 
were chosen for their diversity, this small sample cannot be said to be representative. 
Where issues are common across these councils, it becomes more likely that the findings 
are typical of issues faced by other metropolitan councils, however it is not possible to 
directly generalise the findings to the Victorian local government sector as a whole. 

Secondly, to build a picture of the experiences of each Council, researchers have relied 
primarily on information provided by only a small number of people. Formal interviews 
were undertaken with only one officer at each Council – although some participants 
relayed information provided by a number of other officers. This means that information 
provided may not have been complete – for example, where officers had not been in the 
role or the organisation long enough to recall previous activities, or where responsibilities 
were spread across the organisation and the officer involved only held partial information. 
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3 Findings 

This chapter provides a thematic summary and analysis of the issues raised in the 
council interviews. Some themes correspond with the original research questions, while 
others emerged during the research process. A brief summary of each council’s 
response to the various questions and themes is also provided in tabular form, at 
Appendix B, to allow easy comparison of each issue across these particular councils.  

Current ground conditions 
In general, councils reported that most of their grounds were in a ‘playable’ 
condition most of the time. However, it is clear that what qualifies as playable 
has changed in recent times. Councils and sports clubs have become more 
accepting of the less-than-ideal surfaces. As one interviewee identified: 

There’s a lot of understanding that’s developed there now – 
the clubs tend to understand that times have changed and that 
they can’t expect to be playing on lush green grass surfaces 
any more. There’s definitely an understanding that what was 
seen as playable ten years ago and what’s understood as 
playable today is different. (Fraser, Brimbank) 

Further, while most grounds are playable, all the councils pointed to a number 
of grounds that were ‘marginal’ or ‘struggling’, or where use is restricted to 
protect the fragile condition of the turf (for example, competition will be allowed 
but pre-season training prohibited, or weekday training restricted). Four 
councils had not closed any grounds, but two had been forced to close some, 
although these were described as ‘secondary’ venues. 

 

3.1 Water restrictions models  

Comparing ‘1 in 4’ restrictions to the allocation system 
Since the introduction of the allocation system in late 2007, there has been a progressive 
adoption by councils. A number of benefits identified by councils are documented in this 
section. However, the transition from the ‘1 in 4’ model has not been possible for all 
councils.  

Of those councils interviewed, two (Brimbank and Wyndham) are operating under a 
water restriction regime where their water retailer allows them to water one in four 
grounds, with the council nominating the grounds to be irrigated and informing the 
retailer. The remaining councils had previously operated under this regime but had 
chosen (mostly in the past 12 months) to move to an allocation model, whereby the 
retailer allocates them a volume of water and the council can determine how to manage 
that water. 

Of the two councils operating under the ‘1 in 4’ model, Brimbank finds it unsatisfactory 
and inflexible, and intends to move to the allocation model as soon as possible. This 
council has a program of works in place to achieve compliance with the necessary 
conditions to qualify for the allocation model. Wyndham, the other council currently on the 
‘1 in 4’ model has considered the allocation model and discussed it with the retailer, 
however this council has taken the decision that the volume of water that would be 
allocated under this model would not be sufficient to allow council to irrigate more 
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grounds. Monaghan reports that Wyndham is already using a highly efficient irrigation 
system to water the grounds on its ‘1 in 4’ list. This system measures evapotranspiration 
and applies the minimum amount of water needed to maintain the turf. Consequently, 
any reduction in water on those grounds would put these currently irrigated grounds at 
risk.  

The only reason to move to an allocation model would be the ability to spread 
your water across a greater number of grounds. But we wouldn’t be able to do 
that, because we are already using the absolute minimum on our grounds. [If we 
did spread the water to more grounds we would] put at risk the grounds we have. 

Monaghan comments that in some ways, the use of Council’s historical consumption 
data to calculate the allocation can have the effect of penalising those councils that have 
been operating at an efficient level for some time and so are unable to meet a further 
reduction target. Furthermore, he notes that because Wyndham receives less rainfall 
than other areas of Melbourne it would be particularly risky to reduce irrigation any further 
than Council already has done. 

We are in a rain shadow so in Melbourne some of the suburbs are getting 700-
800ml of rain and we get 530. So we’re already a long way behind many others. 

Of the four councils that have moved to a water allocation, three reported that it was 
clearly a much preferred model to the ‘1 in 4’ and the fourth expected it to be but had only 
changed recently so admitted that it was a little early to tell. The main reasons given for 
preferring the allocation model was that it provides a much greater degree of flexibility, 
and gives councils a greater ability to manage their water use effectively. With an 
allocation, councils can implement more sophisticated watering regimes that respond 
more sensitively to soil type, ground condition and weather. Hayes’ comments illustrate 
this: 

[W]we’ve been able to water two more sports fields under the new system and 
also [have] more flexibility with the times that we can apply the water. 
[Interviewer: To take account of when it rains for example?] Yeah. And the ability 
to deep water rather than shallow watering […] which is more efficient. 

As a result of this increased flexibility, councils are finding that they can keep more 
grounds in a better condition for a similar cost.  

Further, the ability to convert more grounds to warm season grasses (a more drought-
tolerant turf) was also mentioned as a significant benefit of this model. This grass needs 
to be irrigated in its establishment phase, but once established requires substantially less 
water than other types of turf. However under the previous ‘1 in 4’ regime, one ground 
could not be converted (and watered to allow establishment) without removing another 
ground from the list of grounds that can be irrigated. Councils reported that this was a 
frustrating situation as they saw conversion to warm season grass as a longer-term 
solution than continuing to irrigate non-drought tolerant turf. 

The administration work required to move from the ‘1 in 4’ restrictions model to the 
allocation system was described by Boroondara, Manningham and Monash as being 
onerous. However, it appears that participants thought it worthwhile for the outcome: 

I suppose it was a little bit onerous in terms of all the paperwork, but then we’ve 
achieved it all and once it’s up and running it runs smoothly. (Boroondara) 
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Well we had two attempts at [moving to the allocation model] here. The first one 
the reporting just was a little bit onerous and not quite as flexible as we desired. 
But the second time around it was good. Of course we [received] a commitment 
from the top level at Yarra Valley Water to review it and the second time around 
we were much happier. (Manningham) 

The main issue we’ve had with the water retailers is the administration 
requirements. There’s been a lot to get the allocation method. […] and we’re still 
going through that at the moment. (Monash) 

Views on water purchase scheme 
While it was not mentioned in the interview questions, a number of the councils, 
unprompted, raised the issue of the water purchase scheme that was proposed by 
retailers earlier in 2008, but not implemented. This scheme would have involved councils 
being able to purchase water at a higher tariff, with the revenue used to fund the 
equivalent water savings from industrial and business users.  

Brimbank, Wyndham and Boroondara had all intended to purchase water under the 
scheme and were disappointed that it did not go ahead. The frustration seems to have 
arisen because these councils saw the ability to purchase water not as a means to simply 
access more water for irrigation in the short term, but as part of a longer term strategy for 
increasing efficiency. Brimbank, for example, which is on the one in four model has been 
unable to establish a warm season grass conversion program, and had seen the scheme 
as offering the potential to adopt a longer term approach: 

We could tap into other areas of our council budget to purchase the water, and 
then, you know, be able to focus on establishing some more drought proof 
grasses throughout the area. […] Under this current environment, it makes it hard 
to do anything proactive in that regard. 

Having made plans to purchase water under the scheme Brimbank Council was 
disappointed that the scheme did not eventuate: 

We went for a grant to plant some summer grasses this year under the proviso 
that we’d be able to purchase some of the water, through the offset scheme, to 
be able to establish the grass. But, while it was floated, […] that offset scheme 
hasn’t come to fruition. So that’s going to really put in jeopardy our ability to plant 
summer grasses, (a) under our one in four and also with the knowledge that we 
couldn’t purchase our water outside of that allocation. So I guess the state 
government and the water board, they could, kind of, you know, clear that issue 
up. 

Similarly Wyndham Council, which also remains on the ‘1 in 4’ model expressed 
disappointment that the scheme to ‘allow councils to buy water that was being saved in 
the future’ was not implemented. Council had intended to purchase some water to be 
used for warm season grass conversions, and Monaghan suggests that this may have 
enabled them to move to an allocation in the medium term: 

We put in a bid for about $60,000 worth of water because we knew that we could 
do a range of warm season grass conversions and get those grounds up and 
playable and potentially then have them survive with very little, if not any, 
application of water in the short term. But then it may well have given us an 
opportunity to move to an allocation system because we would have been able to 
reduce our demand on a whole range of grounds and have them in good 
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condition. But of course that didn’t come through and we were not able to position 
ourselves. 

Crowe reports that Boroondara Council is keen on ‘some sort of water trading scheme’ 
as a means of freeing up resources for other water saving measures: 

[We are] quite happy to pay a premium for potable water rather than pay all this 
money that we’ve been paying to basically a truck company to tank the water. So 
we’d prefer to put that money into developing water saving initiatives with big 
business that’s in Boroondara. We think that’s a much more logical fit… 

Interviewees were realistic about the political challenges of introducing a policy involving 
water purchasing. Monaghan for example, while he would ‘certainly’ like the idea 
revisited was also understanding of the broader policy climate: 

I understand that the climate is not very positive with the fact that the dam levels 
are now probably at an all time low and we’re staring down the barrel of potential 
Stage 4, which will be quite destructive. 

However there was a feeling that the idea should be investigated further and that if 
carefully designed such a scheme could be appropriate and could actually help councils 
improve efficiency in the long term. Fraser for example, thought that water purchases 
could be assessed on a ‘case-by-case’ basis, and that the state government and retailers 
could consider the purpose for which it would be used before giving approval for 
purchase:  

If they’re using it for a future drought-proof venue, or they’re using it for a 
proactive measure that’s in line with their environmental policy, I think it’s a way 
forward. […] like [to make sure] they’re not just using it to fill up pools or 
whatever. 

He also suggested that there could be a cap on the volume able to be purchased. 

3.2 Water use efficiency 

Irrigation systems and practices 
The kinds of irrigation systems currently used varied between councils. Some systems 
have been in place for some time and have been gradually upgraded or adapted to 
changing conditions and restrictions. For example, Boroondara system has been in place 
for some years, and has recently been converted to use recycled water. Regular salinity 
tests are conducted, and Council is also converting many of these sites to three-phase 
power to enable night pumping from the recycled water holding tanks.  

It appears that Wyndham is the only council interviewed with any subsurface drip 
systems – located at two grounds and installed with the help of a commonwealth grant. 
However these are currently not in use because they were installed prior to the 
introduction of the ‘1 in 4’ regime, and are at two of the secondary grounds that are not 
on council’s list of irrigated grounds. This is a situation Monaghan describes as 
‘unfortunate’. 

All councils are using some kind of irrigation monitoring technology, with most having 
programs to gradually upgrade this technology. Two councils (Brimbank and Wyndham) 
are using the Micro-met system with automatic controllers. Because it is seeking to move 
to an allocation model, Brimbank is in the process of upgrading this system to include 
real time monitoring and leak detection capabilities. Casey is using the Irrinet system, 



Institute for Sustainable Futures, UTS     

Managing sportsgrounds during drought and water restrictions 9 

which allows central monitoring and response, although only at 12 of its 104 grounds; the 
remainder have their meters read manually. Boroondara, Manningham and Monash are 
also using computerised systems with central control. Manningham’s centrally controlled 
system was installed relatively early – in response to a previous period of water 
restrictions (circa 2000), and has been gradually upgraded with improved technology 
since then. The system monitors the volume of water used, and transpiration rates. 
Monash has also been implementing a gradual program of upgrades to its irrigation 
system – in response to an irrigation efficiency audit (conducted circa 2003). This 
program is due to be completed in the next two years. The upgrades include the 
installation of check meters to monitor irrigation. These are helping to deliver improved 
efficiency by providing more precise information about when grounds need watering – 
Council is aiming for 90% efficiency at all their irrigated grounds. The system upgrades 
have given Monash access to monthly usage data from 2005. Monash is also 
investigating alternative water filters. Wyndham is currently trailing a smart meter at one 
site, with plans to install these at all 42 of its grounds if the trial is successful. Boroondara 
has check meters installed at each ground. 

Griffin raises an important issue about how the general climate of uncertainty about water 
availability and the shifting water policy environment sometimes makes decision-making 
difficult for councils. When the future supply-side scenario is unknown, it can be 
challenging for councils to determine how much to invest in efficiency measures: 

 [T]here’s a perception at least that once some of the large water augmentation projects 
[come online]; the desalination unit and north-south pipeline, pumping water down to 
Melbourne from savings made north of the divide; that water will go back to being 
plentiful. So there’s still, at least in the community and even in the organisation here, [the 
feeling] that we’re going to go partly back to the days of yesteryear where water was sort 
of available. It might cost more but there won’t be restrictions on its use. [Some people 
think] that those projects will mean that this is just a temporary situation. I don’t share that 
view myself but, there’s that [view] that these water issues might partly go away. 

Warm season grass conversions 
The gradual conversion of sportsgrounds to warm season grasses (which are more 
drought tolerant than traditional varieties) is clearly seen by all councils as a desirable 
long term strategy to significantly reduce the need to irrigate sportsgrounds. All but one of 
the councils have converted at least some of their sportsgrounds to warm season 
grasses. 

Of these five councils, those four with a water allocation have the most flexibility in being 
able to convert their grounds to warm season grass (because this grass requires potable 
water in the establishment period). Recently, conversion programs have been 
substantial. Boroondara has converted 23 grounds in the past two years (using potable 
water to establish, then recycled water to maintain the new grass). Manningham has a 
conversion program in place, with 14 grounds converted so far. Casey has 10 
conversions underway. Monash has converted some grounds, and currently has another 
two conversions in progress. 

Operating under the ‘1 in 4’ model, Wyndham has converted most of their irrigated 
grounds, but is unable to convert more because it does not have access to the potable 
water needed to establish these grasses. However Wyndham has a current application to 



Institute for Sustainable Futures, UTS     

Managing sportsgrounds during drought and water restrictions 10 

the Victorian Government’s Vision for Werribee Plains grants program2 to trial methods of 
establishing warm season grasses with saline water at a local golf course. 

Brimbank is also operating under the ‘1 in 4’ model so has been unable to convert its 
grounds. This is a key reason for the council’s wish to change to an allocation model. 
Brimbank had also intended to purchase water for warm season grass conversions under 
the mooted water purchase scheme, and expressed frustration that this scheme did not 
eventuate. 

Other measures 
In addition to improving irrigation technology, converting grounds to warm season 
grasses, and restricting use to protect the surface, councils are implementing (or trialling) 
a range of other measures. Many of these relate to turf management, as Young points 
out: 

[T]there’s certainly other technological advances, not just about the computer 
software. […] Just in terms of the way we manage our grounds with soil tests and 
types of fertilisers, wetting agents […] the introduction of line planting and some 
experimentation that’s gone on with that to see what gives us a better result. 

In addition, councils are experimenting – albeit in a limited way – with alternatives to turf. 
Manningham has installed one (half-size) synthetic soccer field, with funding assistance 
from the Victorian Government’s Drought Relief Program. While this facility has only just 
opened, reaction from the community has been ‘very good’ and Council has another 
grant application in process to install a synthetic surface at another site. Brimbank also 
has a grant application in process to trial a synthetic pitch and a rubberised athletics 
track. Wyndham is currently trialling synthetic grass in some small high wear areas of 
grounds (such as around coaches’ boxes and interchange areas) and also has a current 
grant application to install a synthetic soccer pitch. 

It seems that the ability to access state government funding enables councils to 
undertake conversions to warm season grasses and experiment with turf alternatives and 
other new technology – as evidenced by the grant applications mentioned above. 
Similarly, the only subsurface drip irrigation system mentioned (by Wyndham) was 
funded by a Commonwealth Government grant. Young expresses a desire for continued 
grant funding to help councils improve efficiency: 

We’d like to see the State Government continue to keep the drought relief funds 
going and particularly grants through the community water grants and stuff as 
well so that at least we can trial and keep pushing some of the new initiatives out 
there. 

3.3 Alternative water sources 

Access to recycled water 
Of the six councils, all but Monash have at least some access to a source of recycled 
water. Casey and Brimbank use water from third pipe systems installed at new 
developments on some of their ovals. Wyndham and Manningham use Class A recycled 
water from the Western Treatment Plant at Werribee, and the Brushy Creek Treatment 

                                                   
2 A Victorian Government funding program providing grants for sustainable development 
projects in the Werribee Plains region, in Melbourne’s west. See: 
http://www.ourwater.vic.gov.au/programs/recycling/v4wp 
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Plant respectively. Boroondara also trucks in a large amount of recycled water purchased 
from a local treatment plant. 

Generally the more access to recycled water councils have, the better their overall 
situation is. As Crowe puts it: 

[B]ecause we’ve been using a large amount of class A recycled water, our water 
situation has been very, very good. So that’s been a positive. 

Access to recycled water is highly valued by the councils, not only because it increases 
the volume of water available to them, but because it also provides additional flexibility 
(as there are no restrictions on its use). It also makes the conversion of more grounds to 
warm season grass possible. A number of councils advised that while warm season 
grass generally requires irrigation with potable water in its establishment phase, it can 
then be maintained with recycled water (which has a higher salt content). So for example, 
at Boroondara, part of the potable water allocation is used to establish warm season 
grass, with purchased recycled water then used in the second season to maintain the 
grass. 

Wyndham reports that although the Class A recycled water is slightly more saline than is 
ideal, this is not causing a problem and in fact the grounds that are irrigated with this 
water are in ‘very good’ condition (again, largely because there are no restrictions on its 
use). 

For Boroondara, the decision to purchase a large amount of recycled water has meant 
council is able to irrigate not only sportsgrounds but also significant gardens and trees: 

Boroondara is a very leafy, very highly treed council, so we’ve put a lot of 
emphasis on protecting these established canopy trees […] Certainly our 
councillors as a group have really supported looking after our formal gardens, 
looking after our trees, looking after our sports grounds. So we have received 
significant funding to look after those assets. 

Other councils, like Casey for example (which has access to third pipe recycled water in 
one area only) do not irrigate any open space other than sportsgrounds. 

As with efficiency measures, councils generally rely on grants to fund alternative water 
supplies. Crowe suggested that the existing grants scheme needs to provide larger 
grants to cover the cost of purchasing recycled water (where necessary): 

The grants scheme needs to be reflective of just what it actually costs to convert 
an oval [to warm season grass]. I keep hearing this figure of $40,000 and you can 
convert an oval – well our experience is that that’s not the case. [It’s more like] 
$120,000 – if you’re using recycled water.  I think that’s a key issue. 

Future planning for alternative sources 
A number of other sources of water were mentioned as currently being used or being 
investigated for use in irrigating sportsgrounds. 

Most of the councils have a number of individual sites with access to rainwater tanks, and 
many are in the process of installing more – these seem particularly useful for irrigating 
small areas such as cricket wickets, tennis courts and lawn bowling greens. 

Boroondara has pumping rights from the Yarra River and this water is used to irrigate a 
golf course (the fairways of which have been converted to warm season grasses). Casey 
reported trucking in approximately 4-5 megalitres of water in 2007, in order to establish 
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warm season grasses. Brimbank reports that some sports clubs have paid to truck water 
for irrigation. Some councils mentioned local sources of borewater, but these were either 
subject to a total ban, or were too saline for use. 

Investigations of other sources are underway – Casey is investigating stormwater 
harvesting, Monash has ongoing groundwater and stormwater investigations and 
Boroondara is investigating the possibility of sewer mining. 

Two of the councils have significant future projects planned or underway that will provide 
access to recycled water for use at additional grounds. Wyndham expects a major new 
pipeline to come online in 2012 and is planning another pipeline extension. Once these 
projects are complete, only two Wyndham grounds will not have access to recycled 
water. Boroondara also has large recycled water projects under construction, including 
an underground stormwater holding facility and a wetlands with holding tank. 

While Councils are clearly planning for future expenditure on alternative water sources, 
this is made more difficult by the level of uncertainty about the future availability of water. 
As mentioned above (at 3.2) some people have the perception that new supply options 
(such as the north-south pipeline or desalination plant) will create a situation in which 
water is plentiful again, and although it may be more expensive, its use will not be 
restricted. For some this prospect creates a level of caution about investment in 
alternative water sources. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

3.4 Local council relationships 

Relationships with sports clubs and local communities 
Councils are very aware of the importance of sportsgrounds to their communities, and of 
people’s expectations that council maintain their grounds appropriately. As Griffin at 
Casey Council notes: 

Yeah, community sport’s very important here so anything that impacts upon that 
gets a good hearing from the councillors and is reported in community 
newspapers and stuff. 

While in general councils are responding to community expectations, some councils – 
notably Boroondara are also taking a more proactive position in their promotion of the 
social value of sport. As Crowe reported: 

Figure 1. Jacka Street 
Stormwater holding facility 
under construction. When 
complete, the $1.2m tank will 
hold 5 million litres.  

Photo: City of Boroondara 
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This council has also been very, very proactive in terms of talking about the 
social capital associated with sport. So really pushing the message of how this 
actually connects communities, the number of people – not just the people who 
are playing sport – but all of their families that are involved, all of the spin-offs 
that come from that, just the whole child obesity issue. So we’ve really raised the 
profile. 

Crowe also reported that ‘the water companies’ are increasingly taking the social value of 
sportsgrounds into account. 

All councils reported that they maintain good relationships with the sports clubs that are 
using their grounds. Generally councils have sought to keep sports clubs informed about 
their sportsground management policies, and the requirements under the restrictions 
regime. This is done via signage at grounds that explains the policy, and meetings with 
club members. 

A number of councils mentioned various forms of ‘consultation’ that had been held with 
sports clubs. At Boroondara and Wyndham the focus has been on clearly communicating 
council policy to the clubs, and explaining the aims of the management regime: 

We’ve had quite a lot of consultation with the clubs to make them aware that the 
grounds aren’t going to look great, they’re not going to be anywhere near as good 
as what you had previously, but we’ll do everything within our power to enable 
you to continue to be able to play sport. (Boroondara) 

We’ve consulted with our sports clubs so there has been a fair level of 
consultation with them. Then there was a whole proposal put to council around 
how we would manage the grounds through the drought and that was adopted by 
council and rolled out to all the community sports groups so they understand 
what actions and why we take them. (Wyndham) 

Brimbank holds regular ‘sports forums’ to meet with local sports clubs, keep them 
informed about water restrictions and discuss any issues. While Manningham doesn’t 
usually hold specific meetings with the clubs, council does employ a sports liaison officer 
who is ‘in regular contact with the clubs’ and ensures that there is good communication 
‘on an ongoing basis’. At Casey, council’s recreation officers ‘have the direct link with the 
sports clubs’ and communicate with them when issues arise. 

Councils reported that while there is some frustration in the community, in general there 
is a reasonable level of acceptance about the state of the grounds and councils’ efforts to 
manage them during drought and water restrictions. Fraser reports that while sports 
clubs are always ‘interested to know what’s going on, what the latest news is [about 
water restrictions]’, there is also ‘a lot of understanding that’s developed’ over time about 
the inevitability of grounds not being in the condition they once were. Monaghan reports 
that while council has ‘had our share’ of negative media coverage, in general there is an 
understanding that council is doing what it can in the circumstances. Similarly, while 
some clubs have expressed frustration at the lack of irrigation, they generally understand 
that the problem is not entirely within council’s control: 

The clubs come to us and say oh why can’t you irrigate this? We say well we’re 
just not allowed to! [Interviewer: So is there a good understanding of that 
generally?] Yes. So they don’t like it, but we don’t have much choice. We don’t 
like it either. 
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One problem mentioned by Crowe was that some clubs from outside the LGA have been 
using Boroondara grounds without authorisation3:  

One of the downsides of [keeping all the grounds playable] has been that we’ve 
had a lot of unauthorised use, because other councils have closed their grounds 
down. Clubs jump in the bus and drive around, if they know that ours are open. 
That’s created a fair degree of angst, so we’ve had to increase our number of 
park patrols and put signage up at certain sites and had to chase a few people 
off. 

While this project had a focus on sportsgrounds, some councils did mention community 
attitudes to other kinds of open space, with Crowe in particular asserting the need to 
include parks and gardens and heritage trees in the discussion. Interestingly, Crowe 
suggests that while the community once saw trees and gardens as the priority for 
irrigation, this has changed as people increasingly recognise the social value of sport: 

When the drought first came in, if we were irrigating trees or if we were irrigating 
gardens, the community were generally happy, but they were not happy with us 
irrigating sports ovals. They saw that as a waste of money. Progressively that’s 
changed completely around. [Now even] the water companies actually are 
assessing the fact that sports grounds are really, really important in terms of the 
local community. 

However, while Boroondara Council has been active in promoting the ‘social capital 
associated with sport’, Crowe makes the interesting point that the focus on community 
sports facilities may mean that other equally important community assets are being 
neglected in the policy debate: 

A lot of this discussion has been about sports grounds, but I consider the trees, 
and particularly heritage gardens as equally as important. I think that they are 
starting to be a little bit forgotten, because they don’t have that community – the 
connectedness of a sporting community who can rally and actually raise issues. 
Melbourne has 100 year old elm trees which I think are really starting to struggle. 
It concerns me horticulturally. 

Relationship with retailers 
Most councils reported good or very good relationships with their water retailers, although 
there were some frustrations. 

Monaghan reports working closely with their water retailer (CWW), having ‘a good 
relationship with our key account person [there]’ and finding that in general ‘it’s been 
quite positive’. Casey reports a good relationship with SEW. Young also reports a 
positive relationship with the retailer (YVW), and feels that YVW has been ‘quite 
progressive’ compared to other retailers: 

We’ve heard stories from other people with other authorities or other water 
retailers that sound like they’ve been doing it harder than we have. I think Yarra 
Valley Water would certainly be the one that was happy to talk about water 
allocations which was something we were keen to do. They’ve been fairly 
consultative so they’ve had regular meeting with the councils. But you can also 

                                                   
3 As at most Councils, clubs must make a booking with Boroondara Council in order to use 
the grounds. 
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go and approach them about anything you want to do and they’ve been quite - 
well they’ve listened. 

Where councils have been able to negotiate an allocation from their retailer, they were 
generally reasonably satisfied with it, particularly where special conditions had been 
recognised. For example, Griffin reports that Casey, as a council facing rapid population 
growth and an associated increase in demand for sporting facilities, was satisfied that 
SEW recognised the implications of this for water use: 

[T]hey’ve made allowances for us, for the fact that we’re actually building new 
grounds. So we’ve actually got growth in the number of ovals, so they recognise 
that they can’t limit the amount of water each year because each year we have to 
try and build two or three new ovals. To establish those ovals we need water so 
they recognise that and have made allowances for it. I think our relationship with 
them is good. 

Griffin also feels that the retailer understands and supports Council’s long term approach 
to the issue: 

We sat down and had a couple of meetings and once we explained what we’re 
trying to do and most of the water allocation we’ve got this year is for introducing 
warm season grasses, they sort of recognise that we’ve got to use a lot of water 
to save water in the longer term. 

In cases where special exemptions had been made, or special conditions recognised, 
council officers were particularly happy with the relationship with their retailer. For 
example, Boroondara were pleased to have received a temporary exemption from their 
retailer (YVW) that allowed them to use potable water to flush the build-up of salt from 
their recycled water systems at local parks. Crowe found the retailer ‘very helpful’ and 
willing to ‘work with us’ on what council saw as a critical issue and was happy that the 
retailer was able to recognise the heritage value of the parks in granting the exemption. 

The main frustration for councils was the administrative requirements of the relationship 
with their retailer, with a number recalling that the paperwork and administration required 
to qualify to change to an allocation system had been ‘onerous’. Another frustration 
mentioned by Hayes was that the retailer sometimes demonstrates insufficient technical 
knowledge about irrigation and that this can hamper Council’s efficiency efforts: 

Water authorities have not had the technical understanding of the application of 
irrigation to sports fields, and as a consequence in many situations working within 
restrictions has reduced efficiencies of application. […] I think that as well, 
because we deal with the person that does water conservation they’re not going 
to have specialist knowledge in the actual irrigation practices. 

One other problem mentioned by Hayes is that the retailer’s pressure reduction program 
sometimes has unintended consequences. At one Monash sportsground, the reduction of 
water pressure has actually caused the recently upgraded irrigation system to be less 
efficient. This means Council is now having to apply to the retailer to have the pressure 
increased again. 
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3.5 Insurance issues 

Local Council insurance  
Civic Mutual Plus (CMP), the insurer for 77 of the 79 Victorian Councils, requires councils 
to take responsibility for monitoring ground condition, assessing risk, and taking 
precautions to ensure the safety of sportsgrounds.  

CMP’s advice to councils has remained consistent, and the drought has only caused this 
message to be reinforced – namely that councils need to have in place a monitoring 
regime for their sportsgrounds; carrying out both reactive and proactive inspections and 
taking appropriate precautions to reduce risk and prevent accidents. CMP has provided 
the councils it insures with a risk matrix template that can be used as a guide to 
assessing pre-match conditions. In addition, CMP recommends to member councils that 
they ensure that participating sporting clubs also complete pre-match inspections of the 
grounds, and inform council of the conclusions of these inspections on a regular basis.  

Councils interviewed for this research each described a process for monitoring the 
general state of their grounds, check their condition and determining their suitability for 
use. A number mentioned using the CMP risk assessment template. Each Council 
reported that they leave decisions about the risk of playing on any given day up to 
individual sports clubs. Councils expect sports clubs to conduct their own assessment of 
risk on ‘game day’ and make decisions about whether the ground is in a satisfactory 
condition for that particular use (there are different expectations about ground condition 
and different standards are accepted for different sports). Usually this assessment 
involves club representatives (i.e. the team captains and umpires) agreeing that the 
ground is ‘playable’ prior to the start of the game.  

Michael Beasley, of insurer CMP advises that there has not been any significant change 
in policy or rise in premiums as a result either of the drought, or the deterioration of 
playing fields caused by the drought. He states that it is difficult to make any objective 
assessments in relation to the effects of the drought on claims/litigations associated with 
playing fields, but that there has been no obvious increase in such claims since the onset 
of the drought. Council participants did not report any particular insurance related issues 
related to the drought or water restrictions. 

Sports club insurance 
While CMP does not insure sports clubs, the various clubs or sporting codes also 
maintain their own public liability insurance cover. In Victoria, JLT Sport (a division of 
Jardine Lloyd Thompson) is the sports insurance broker for most of the field-based 
sporting codes (including Australian football, cricket, football (soccer), and gridiron). 

The various insurers of these and other sports clubs provide similar conditions for their 
cover – namely that clubs have a duty to assess the condition of the ground and make 
sure it is suitable for play. Paul Milo, Manager of JLT Sport, comments that the drought 
and associated water restrictions have actually helped increase awareness among clubs 
and local councils of the need to manage their grounds more carefully. This includes the 
need to conduct regular risk assessments of grounds, using a ‘match day checklist’ 
before each game to assess the suitability of the surface. It also involves managing the 
use of grounds more carefully (for example, by prioritising playing seasons over pre-
season training). JLT Sport has played an educative role with sports clubs, providing 
online risk management training, and giving presentations about the importance of proper 
risk assessment procedures and ground usage policies. 
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Milo points out that when it comes to understanding the numbers of injuries that are 
occurring on sportsgrounds, insurance claims are only the ‘tip of the iceberg’ as many 
people may suffer minor injuries that do not result in a claim. Notwithstanding this, Milo 
reports that the data collected by JLT Sport for claims made in the five years from 
2003/2004 shows no increase in claims against sports clubs in Victoria. It also shows that 
the cost of premiums has actually reduced during this period.  

3.6 The need for integrated management of water issues 
Organisational issues 

It seems that the introduction of water restrictions regimes encouraged councils to 
develop more integrated approaches to managing their water use. Hayes for example 
reports an increase in internal collaboration ‘since we started the one in four’. This has 
manifested, in the Environmental Management Co-ordinator working directly with the 
staff who operate the irrigation systems, as part of a strategic approach: 

I’ve been working pretty closely with the guys that go out and do all the irrigation 
metering and everything. So I’ve worked with them to develop programmes under 
our Water Management Strategy. 

After several years of drought and restrictions, Councils now appear keenly aware of the 
need for a strategic and integrated approach to the issue of water management within 
their organization. Many have either established mechanisms to achieve this or are in the 
process of doing so. At Manningham for example, a Strategic Water Management 
Committee includes officers from all units within council as well as councillor 
representation, so in Young’s view, ‘in terms of integration that’s probably pretty good’. 
This committee enables council to take a fairly holistic view of water issues: 

That’s taking it a little bit further than just the impact on sports grounds and 
looking at the whole of water management and linking it together. So we’re 
looking at bore quality improvement through to water sensitive urban design and 
other things like that as well. 

At Wyndham the Manager City Maintenance has to date been responsible for most water 
issues ‘as the biggest consumer of water’, however council is currently reviewing its 
organisational structure in relation to sustainability. 

Integration across different levels of government 

Just as it is important for councils to consider integrating the management of all water 
issues within their organisation, Young points out that it is also important to improve 
integration across the different levels of government: 

[I]t is important that even with the water groups that are out there, that they think about 
that putting ‘all things water’ into the one basket and thinking about the water 
improvement and quality, the storage. It’s all those little things that are out there and tying 
them all together that’s important for us. […] So when we’re doing the big drainage 
schemes or thinking of freeway development, where you know there’s obviously going to 
be a lot of water come off such a project, that we’re thinking about what happens to that 
water at the same time. It’s about all the levels of government working together. […] I 
think everyone talks about it but sometimes it doesn’t happen. 
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4 Summary and conclusions  

This research sought to understand Melbourne metropolitan councils’ experiences of the 
drought and the associated water restrictions, and the impact of these conditions – both 
on sportsgrounds themselves but also on councils’ ability to manage these facilities. 

The drought itself and the water restrictions imposed as a response have had a 
significant impact on council sportsgrounds and on councils’ approach to their 
management. These experiences are documented above. However, the research also 
sought to identify current drivers, barriers and constraints for water use efficiency on 
sportsgrounds, and explore any opportunities for changes that might assist the sector. 
This concluding section turns to this question and reflects on how some of the existing 
barriers might be addressed and opportunities realised. 

Flexibility enables long-term water efficiency 

Councils identified that the key benefit of the allocation system, compared to the ‘1 in 4’ 
restrictions, is that it allows them the flexibility to manage their water use across 
sportsgrounds as well as over time. Under the allocation system, councils reported that 
they had enough water to progressively establish warm season grasses on fields, which 
subsequently require less irrigation water in the longer term. 

Before councils can move to the allocation system, they are required to install a number 
of efficiency, monitoring and leak detection systems. Some councils reported that due to 
these requirements, it took them some time to move to the allocation system. However, 
they did not identify this as a significant barrier, and the outcome had made it worthwhile.  

Combining the “incentive” approach of an allocation system with mandatory requirements 
appears to be an effective model to encourage uptake of efficient irrigation technology 
and practices. It also has the benefit of not penalising or discouraging early adopters. 
There could be the potential to extend or apply this approach to encourage further 
improvements in irrigation technology. 

However, not all councils have moved to the allocation system. The requirements for 
system changes, while sometimes onerous do not appear to be an absolute barrier. 
Rather, at least as noted by Wyndham, existing high levels of efficiency mean there is 
limited capacity to reduce usage any further. Further, councils like Wyndham that are 
located in western metropolitan Melbourne already receive less rainfall than other areas 
so are perhaps particularly cautious about reducing irrigation any further. This may also 
be the case for other councils in western and north-western metropolitan areas. 
However, Wyndham noted that the proposed water purchase scheme would have 
enabled them to convert some grounds to warm season grasses. 

The allocation system offers considerable flexibility for councils in managing their 
sportsgrounds. However, given that allocations are based on historical consumption data, 
this model may not be an option for those councils that are already highly efficient. 
Further exploration of other ways to assist these councils may be justified. 

Current uncertainty about the urban water system is affecting council investment 
in water efficiency measures and alternative water supplies 

Councils have limited access to funding for infrastructure investment. Many infrastructure 
projects have long-term benefits for their community, but involve large upfront costs. 
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Improving water efficiency on sportsgrounds – including implementing warm season 
grass conversions, improvements in irrigation systems, or developing alternative water 
sources – fall into this category.  

Many councils do not have access to the kind of funding required for large-scale 
infrastructure investment. Where they are able to access sufficient revenue from rates 
income, councils must be certain that upfront investment in these kinds of projects can be 
justified to the community. In addition to their own revenue, councils interviewed for this 
study reported that Commonwealth and State government grants are an essential source 
of funding for these types of projects. Nevertheless, substantial time and resources are 
still required to apply for these grants. 

The challenge of finding funds for and justifying investment in long-term efficient 
sportsground management is further exacerbated because of uncertainty about the future 
water supply situation. The cost-effectiveness of any investment in this area will depend 
on future water prices and water availability during drought (i.e. restrictions regimes). 
Some interviewees identified that, although they may not personally share this view, 
there was a wider belief within council and the community that proposed desalination and 
other infrastructure developments would mean that restrictions will no longer be required 
in the future. Although there are expectations that water prices will increase, the increase 
may not be sufficient to justify investment in water efficient systems. It may be that 
councils are taking a cautious approach to any investment in water efficiency and 
alternative water supplies, deferring expenditure until there is greater certainty about 
whether such investments are justified. 

Finding sufficient funding for infrastructure investment is an ongoing challenge for 
councils. In addition, uncertainty about future water supply availability, prices and 
restrictions mean that councils are deferring at least some investment in systems and 
practices to improve sportsground water management. Whilst this uncertainty exists, 
grant funding is likely to be required to help facilitate larger-scale investments with 
uncertain returns. 

 
Innovative turf management could yield savings 

Several interviewees identified that warm season grass conversion was a key approach 
to ensuring longer-term water savings (compared to other grass types). These savings 
will also depend on climate conditions and the type of drainage in place. Although it is 
evident that warm season grasses require less water, it is not yet clear under what 
conditions they can survive with no water. As many councils are converting to warm 
season grasses, an opportunity exists to evaluate water savings and needs from this type 
of turf across different areas. 

There have been some initial trials of artificial turf. In addition to possible issues of 
acceptability, a key barrier is the initial installation cost involved. However, unlike warm 
season grasses, artificial turf does not require any water, and opportunities exist to 
extend these trials. 

Institutional arrangements and collaborative relationships are key to leveraging 
water efficiency 

In general interviewees reported good relationships with councils and with sportsgrounds. 
Technical knowledge on the part of water utilities about irrigation technologies and 
requirements appears to be key to working collaboratively and effectively with councils. 
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Councils are increasingly adopting whole-of-council strategic approaches to water 
management. Some of these are also tied in to broader sustainability planning. This 
holistic and integrated approach to water management planning improves learnings 
within council.  

Opportunities could exist to support council strategic water planning and management, 
beyond the sportsground sector. As integration of water management further develops, 
there could also be opportunities to implement and support water efficiency solutions 
across water uses – for example, incentives and offsets across council water uses.  

Insurance 

CMP, the provider of insurance covering sportsgrounds for Victorian Councils, requires 
those councils to monitor the condition of their grounds and take appropriate precautions 
to reduce risk and prevent accidents. CMP reports no obvious increase in premiums or 
claims as a result of the drought. 

The various clubs or sporting codes also maintain their own public liability insurance 
cover. JLT Sport, the sports insurance broker for most of the field-based sports in Victoria 
also educates clubs about the importance of proper risk assessment procedures and 
ground usage policies. JLT Sport data for claims made in the five years from 2003/2004 
shows no increase in claims against sports clubs in Victoria, and shows that the cost of 
premiums has actually reduced during this period. 

There does not appear to have been an increase in the cost of insurance premiums, nor 
an increased number of claims against council or sporting clubs’ insurance as a result of 
the drought, or deteriorating condition of sportsgrounds. However, this issue may be 
worthy of further research as insurance claims do not represent the total number of 
injuries sustained. Further, these issues may become more relevant if the drought 
continues – particularly in areas where climate or access to water for irrigation means the 
conditions of grounds deteriorates further. 

Equity considerations 

As identified above, the allocation system is not advantageous for all councils – for 
example, Councils in the west and north-west face greater climatic challenges, meaning 
that a any attempt to spread water across more grounds under a water allocation model 
may put at risk the grounds that they are currently able to maintain under the ‘1 in 4 
regime’.  

These geographic areas also correspond broadly to areas of greater socio-economic 
disadvantage, which may translate to those councils facing additional resource barriers 
(although indicators of socio-economic disadvantage such as income or house value are 
not necessarily a good indicator of a council’s financial situation – the revenue base of a 
council may be more strongly related to the nature and extent of commercial and 
industrial enterprises in the area).  

While the findings of this report cannot be directly generalised across the sector, it may 
be that councils in the west and north west continue to be unable to gain advantage from 
moving to allocation systems. 
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As access to sportsgrounds results in a range of social, community and health benefits, 
all councils will strive to maintain a sufficient number of these assets to meet community 
need. A detailed analysis of the social equity implications of water restriction models 
across all 79 council areas would be worthwhile. Such an analysis could inform the 
design and justification of future schemes. Such schemes may be able to include 
measures to assist councils that are ‘disadvantaged’ (by climate, soil type or other 
reason) and would otherwise struggle to maintain community assets to a sufficient level. 

 

Water saving potential of recreational facilities other than sportsgrounds 

The focus of this research was on grassed sportsgrounds, and these are certainly a 
significant part of local culture and community. It was interesting to note that the number 
of sportsgrounds in each council area varied widely even among this small sample, 
ranging from 40 at Manningham, to 104 at Casey. It would be interesting to assess what 
factors these differences are attributed to (whether total council area, population or land 
value, for example) – and whether there is any general agreement within the sector about 
an appropriate level of sportsground provision per capita. 

Grassed sportsgrounds are only one element of the wider sporting and recreational 
services and facilities that councils provide, or could provide to their communities. Some 
interviewees also mentioned issues relating to water management for parks, gardens and 
other passive-use recreational spaces.  

However, there is a range of other types of recreational facilities that were not discussed 
in this project. Consideration of the role that could be played by non-grassed sporting 
facilities (such as concrete courts, rubberised surfaces and indoor courts/facilities) is 
potentially worthwhile in the overall debate about future water savings opportunities.  

While it would need careful consideration, it is possible that reconsidering the overall mix 
of recreation facilities provided in each council area could be one opportunity for councils 
to reduce the water demands of their facilities (providing there was community support 
for a shift towards the provision of more non-grassed facilities). 

Further research that might be worthy of consideration would be an analysis of the 
various types of sporting facilities that currently exist in each council area – both grassed 
surfaces and facilities not involving grass. This would allow a comparison of the number 
of grassed surfaces provided in each council, compared to population size and demand. 
Consideration could then be given to whether the current mix of sporting facilities is 
appropriate for a diversity of community needs, and whether there are opportunities to 
slightly shift the balance towards the provision of more non-grassed recreation facilities in 
the future (and in doing so, reduce their overall water demand). 
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Appendix A: Mix of characteristics of selected councils 

 Geographic 
location 

Water retailer Water use model Number of 
sportsgrounds 

Access to alternative 
water sources? 

Relative socio-economic 
disadvantage 

Boroondara Eastern metro YVW Allocation 65-70 Yes - significant Low (least disadvantaged 
decile) 

Brimbank Western metro CWW One in four To confirm for 
final report   

Yes - some High (most disadvantaged 
decile) 

Casey Southern metro SEW Allocation 104 Yes - some Mid to high 

Manningham Eastern metro YVW Allocation Approx. 40 Yes - some Low (least disadvantaged 
decile) 

Monash Eastern metro SEW / YVW Allocation Approx 41 No Mid (mixed) 

Wyndham Western metro CWW One in four 42 Yes - some Mid (mixed) 
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Appendix B: Summary of councils’ experiences 
Abbreviations: WSG = warm season grass. RW = recycled water. 

 Brimbank Wyndham Boroondara Manningham Casey Monash 
Water use model One in four One in four Allocation Allocation Allocation Allocation 
Experience of 
this model 

Model not ideal. 
Minimal flexibility. 
Intend to move to 
allocation but do 
not yet meet 
required conditions. 
Keen to change, for 
greater flexibility 
and ability to 
establish WSG. 

OK – decision taken 
that it’s preferable to 
allocation because 
allocation would be so 
low as to put at risk 
the existing playable 
grounds. 

Dramatic increase 
in flexibility. 
Keeping twice as 
many ovals alive for 
same cost as 
previous water 
trucking bill. 

More flexibility. 
Allows watering of 
only slightly more 
grounds than one in 
four but flexibility to 
water according to 
conditions. Allows 
expansion of WSG 
conversion program 

Too early to tell, but 
expect greater 
flexibility. So far the 
water is going further 
than one in four 
grounds. 

Greater flexibility. 
More effective 
use of water. Can 
establish WSG on 
more grounds. 
Can water deeper 
+ less often. More 
flexibility in timing 
of watering. 

No. of grounds 65 42 
 

65-70  Approx 40 104 Approx 41 

Demand for 
grounds 

 Significant. Fastest 
growing LGA in Vic. 
Need 28 new grounds 
to cope with demand. 

Grounds are at 
95% capacity. 

   

Irrigation 2/3 of grounds use 
Micro-met with auto 
control. But no real 
time monitoring or 
leak detection – 
these upgrades 
required to move to 
allocation model. 

11 watered with 
potable, 6 with RW, 25 
unirrigated. Irrigated 
grounds use Micro-
met interface with auto 
controllers. Smart 
meter trial at one site. 
Plan to expand to all 
42. Two subsurface 
drip systems but not 
used (not in 1-in-4). 

Computerised 
system in place for 
some years. 
Converted to use 
RW. Check meters 
at each ground. 
Salinity tests. 
Converting many 
sites to 3-phase 
power to allow night 
pumping. 

Centrally controlled 
system covers most 
grounds. Installed 
early in response to 
original restrictions 
c2000. Computer 
monitoring of water 
used, transpiration. 

Irrinet system at 12 
grounds, allows 
central monitoring 
and response. Other 
irrigated grounds are 
manual, with meters 
read manually. 

12 irrigated with 
automated 
system. Check 
meters. Testing to 
irrigate only when 
necessary. Aim 
for 90% 
efficiency. 
Monthly usage 
data available. 



Institute for Sustainable Futures, UTS     

Managing sportsgrounds during drought and water restrictions 25 

 Brimbank Wyndham Boroondara Manningham Casey Monash 
Monitoring Monthly audit using 

rating system 
Clubs make decision 
on playability 

Weekly council 
audit. Clubs decide 
on game day. 

Council regularly  
assesses then clubs 
decide on game day 

Council regularly  
assesses then clubs 
decide on game day 

Risk assessments 
conducted before 
play 

State of grounds Most playable most 
of the time. Some 
secondary venues 
closed or restricted 
to certain sports. 
Weekday training 
limited to ensure 
weekend 
playability. 

None closed but some 
restricted (clubs’ 
decision). Irrigated 
grounds are good, 
those on unrestricted 
RW are very good. 
Others variable – 
some good, some 
bare dirt. LGA is in 
rainshadow so 
conditions difficult. 

All playable, some 
marginal. None 
closed. Pre-season 
training allowed, 
unlike some other 
councils (but comes 
at cost of trucking 
purchased water 
and maintaining 
irrigation systems) 

Generally playable. 
Most reasonable, 
approx 6-8 marginal. 
Grounds converted 
to WSG doing much 
better. 

All playable except 
one junior cricket 
ground. Some 
marginal – especially 
those shared with 
schools (high use). 

All in use, but 
non-irrigated 
grounds are 
restricted use. 
These are 
struggling. 

Recycled water 
access 

Some, from a new 
development 

Yes, 6 grounds use 
Class A from western 
treatment plant 

Significant Yes – used at three 
sites 

Yes 10 ovals (from 
new development 
third pipe) 

No 

Other water 
sources 

Some sports clubs 
have trucked water 
privately 

Local bore has total 
ban. Plan to install 
rainwater tank at 
cricket pitch. 

 Installing rainwater 
tanks for cricket 
wickets 

Carted 4-5 
megalitres 2007, to 
establish warm 
season grass. 
No bores – too 
saline. Investigating 
stormwater 
harvesting. 

One bore but low. 
Some rainwater 
tanks. Stormwater 
harvesting at golf 
course. Ongoing 
groundwater and 
stormwater 
investigations. 

Future plans for 
alternative 
sources 

 New RW pipeline 
online 2012, to service 
17 grounds. Plans for 
another pipeline 
extension. Once 
online, only 2 grounds 
will not have access to 
RW 

Large RW projects 
under construction 
(underground 
stormwater holding 
facility, wetlands 
with holding tank). 
Investigating sewer 
mining. 
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 Brimbank Wyndham Boroondara Manningham Casey Monash 
Warm season 
grass (WSG) 
conversions 

 Most irrigated grounds 
converted. Difficult to 
convert any more 
because need potable 
to establish. 
Upcoming trial to test 
salt tolerance for 
establishment. 

23 in last 2 years. 
Use line planting. 
Use potable 
allocation to 
establish, then RW 
to maintain. Approx 
$120k per ground 
(inc watering). 

Program in place. 14 
grounds converted. 

Approx 10 underway Some converted 
already, another 2 
in progress. 

Relationship 
with sports 
clubs/ 
community 

Good 
communication. 
Clubs have 
become more 
understanding. 

Good consultation and 
flow of info. 
Reasonable 
acceptance 

Good. Have had 
lots of consultation. 

Good – clubs 
understand council is 
doing its best. 

Good, although clubs 
will ‘get in the paper’ 
if their ground not up 
to scratch. 

No real problems. 
Good signage at 
grounds to 
explain policy. 

Relationship 
with retailer 

 Positive Very good. Happy 
to have received 
temporary 
exemptions to flush 
salt from RW 
systems at heritage 
parks. 

Good – seen as 
progressive, 
consultative, 
reasonable. 

Good – retailer 
understands pop. 
growth, need for new 
grounds and need to 
establish WSG. 

OK although 
retailer doesn’t 
always 
understand 
technical details 
of irrigation well 
enough to help 
councils maximise 
efficiency 

Other funding  Grant from state govt 
for WSG. Fed grant 
for subsurface drip 

 State govt Drought 
Relief Program 
grants for WSG and 
synthetic trials. 

  

Policy positions/ 
organisational 
issues 

 All these issues sit in 
same area of council 
so no comms issues. 
GHD commissioned to 
do water security plan 
for council. 

Committed to 
keeping all grounds 
open – even if 
costly. Recognise 
social capital value 
of sport. 

Strategic Water 
Mgmt Committee so 
good internal 
communication and 
integration of all 
water issues 

 Good internal 
communication 
via Water Mgmt 
strategy 

Insurance issues None None None None None None 



Institute for Sustainable Futures, UTS     

Managing sportsgrounds during drought and water restrictions 27 

 Brimbank Wyndham Boroondara Manningham Casey Monash 
View on water 
purchase 
scheme 

Council had 
intended to 
purchase water. 
Applied for grant to 
establish WSG 
based on this 
assumption. 
Frustrating that 
scheme was 
dropped. 

Disappointed that it 
didn’t go ahead. 
Council had bid for 
$60k of water for 
WSG conversion. 

Keen. Happy to pay 
premium for 
potable water 
rather than paying 
trucking co., Could 
use savings to 
develop efficiency 
measures with 
business. 

   

Other 
sportsground 
issues 

Trial of synthetic 
pitches and rubber 
athletics track. 

Trial of synthetics in 
minor high-wear areas 
of some grounds. 
Seeking State govt 
funding for synthetic 
soccer pitch. 

Downside of 
keeping grounds 
open has been 
some unauthorised 
use, inc by clubs 
outside the LGA. 
Grants should be 
more realistic. 
WSG conversion 
cost is much higher 
than 
acknowledged. 

Experimenting with 
soil tests, different 
types of fertilisers, 
wetting agents, line 
planting. 

Can be hard to justify 
investment in 
efficiency when 
some people see 
these measures as 
temporary because 
north-south pipeline 
and desalination 
plant are coming.  

Retailer pressure 
reduction program 
affected efficiency 
of recently 
upgraded 
irrigation system. 
Concern re 
neglect of 
irrigation systems 
on non-watered 
grounds. Will 
need significant 
work to repair if 
needed in future. 



Institute for Sustainable Futures, UTS     

Managing sportsgrounds during drought and water restrictions 28 

 Brimbank Wyndham Boroondara Manningham Casey Monash 
Other open 
space issues 

  Importance of 
protecting trees, 
heritage parks and 
gardens. 
Community not as 
vocal on these 
issues as clubs re 
grounds, but still 
important. 
Significant budget 
allocated to protect 
these assets. 

 Only sports grounds 
are irrigated – no 
other open space is 
irrigated. 
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Appendix C: Interview questions 

Introduction 

The Institute for Sustainable Futures is conducting this research project, funded by the 
Smart Water Fund. The project is exploring local government’s experience of 
sportsground and open space management during drought. We are looking at 
experiences of water restrictions and the various social, technical, environmental, 
economic and political factors that influence the sector's response to drought and water 
restrictions in sportsground and open space management. This includes 
documenting current barriers and constraints for water use efficiency, and exploring 
any opportunities for changes that might assist the sector. 

This project is part of a larger research project, the purpose of which is to investigate 
potential water savings and Australian community attitudes to a range of possible 
alternative water restrictions models. 

Participation and consent 

Your participation will involve a recorded telephone interview in which you share 
information and opinions on this topic with me. The interview will take approximately 30 
minutes. You can contact ISF or the UTS ethics officer if you have any concerns about 
the research. You are free to withdraw your participation from the project at any time. 

We will mostly be describing issues for the sector in a general sense, but we may 
attribute your comments to you by name and organisation. Should we seek to do this you 
will be given the opportunity to check any text that is to be used in any report or 
publication that identifies you or your organization to ensure the meaning was interpreted 
correctly by the researcher.  

Do you consent to this? Or would you prefer your comments to be published in a form 
that does not identify you in any way? 

! Could you please confirm your name and position title. 

Questions about your Council’s situation 

! Can I just confirm which water retailer your council is with? 
! Is your council under the one in four grounds regime or the allocation model? 

If allocation model – when did you change? 

Views about different models 

> If allocation model: 

! why did you move to the allocation model? 
! How does it compare with one in four model? What’s been the difference in 

outcome compared to the one in four model? (because some say allocation is 
only enough for one in four grounds anyway) 

> If ‘1 in 4’ policy: 

! what has been your council’s experience with one in four regime? 
! what process have you used to determine which one in four you’ll water? 
! is there a reason you haven’t  you moved to the allocation model? 
! what are your views about how the different models are affecting the sector 

generally? 
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State of sportsgrounds 

! What is the general state of the sportsgrounds in your LGA? Are they all playable 
– most of the time/all of the time? Have you closed any – either temporarily or 
permanently? Are there some that are marginal or likely to be closed in the near 
future?  

Technology 

! Have you changed the technology you use in response to drought or restrictions? 
! Can you talk about the technology you are using and any issues with it? 

a) reuse, recycling technology or alternative water supplies? 

b) irrigation technology? (i.e. manual versus automated irrigation, 
evapotranspiration-linked systems etc) 

! How good is  your council’s data on its sports ground water use? Do you have 
access to the data you need to maximise water efficiency for sports grounds?  

! Is your council planning to invest in improved technology to help manage water 
use more effectively? Are there barriers to you taking up better technology? 

Insurance 

! Has Council had any issues with its insurance for sportsgrounds as a result of the 
drought or water restrictions? 

! Have insurance policies influenced your decisions about maintaining sports 
grounds and managing their use? 

Council organisational issues 

! Within your council, is there a good integration between the area responsible for 
water efficiency policy and the area responsible for sports grounds (asset 
management)? 

State Government and water retailer engagement 

! What has been your experience with liaison and engagement with either the 
State government or water utilities regarding the restrictions? 

Community 

! Have you had any opportunities to consult or engage with your community on the 
issue of managing sportsgrounds during water restrictions? 

! What are the issues for the community? How has your community responded to 
the effect of water restrictions on the sportsgrounds (either to one in four policy or 
allocations model)? Do you have any survey results or other information on this 
issue? 

Ideas for improved policy 

! What do you think would assist your Council in achieving greater water efficiency 
for sportsgrounds  and open space management? 
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Appendix D: Interviewees 

Organisation Interviewee Retailer 

 

Brimbank Council 
 

Lee Fraser  
Sports and Recreation Officer 

City West Water 
 

Wyndham City Council 
 

Anthony Monaghan 
Manager, City Maintenance 

City West Water 

City of Boroondara Council David Crowe 
Manager, Parks and Gardens 

Yarra Valley Water 

Manningham City Council Jeff Young  
Manager, Parks and Recreation 

Yarra Valley Water 

City of Casey Council Trevor Griffin 
Manager, Parks and Reserves 

SE Water 
 

Monash City Council Julie Hayes 
Environmental Management Co-
ordinator 

SE Water and Yarra 
Valley Water 

City West Water  Des Horton (Retailer) 
Municipal Association of 
Victoria  

John Hennessy N/A 

Civic Mutual Plus (insurer 
owned by MAV, managed 
by Jardine Lloyd 
Thompson) 

Michael Beasley N/A 

JLT Sport (division of 
Jardine Lloyd Thompson 

Paul Milo 
Manager 

N/A 
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Appendix E: Factiva search results 

Sept 2007 (Age): 

! coalition of 11 sports groups joined with MAV to ask Vic Govt for $80million to 
regrow drought damaged fields – campaign to save 3700 sports grounds and 
tennis courts. Alliance called for exemptions from water restrictions – at least long 
enough to establish drought-resistant grasses 

! national bodies of 11 major sports have asked Fed Govt for election commitment 
of $1bn over four years to restore neglected public ovals, (and build new 
facilities) including grants of up to $200,000 to tackle drought-related problems by 
resowing ovals, improving watering systems and installing drought tolerant grass  

! sports bodies say recruiting juniors is difficult because of shortage of safe playing 
surfaces, blamed on drought 

 
Nov 2007 (Herald Sun) 

! Glen Eira Council threatens group of three families with fines for using a Caulfield 
park. 

! Council says park is off limits to organised sporting groups without a permit. By-
law has been in place since 2000 but Council says enforcement stepped up 
because trying to protect the drought-affected surface 

! Number constituting an ‘organised group’ is not defined – Council officers use 
their judgement, but in this case a group of 8 kids and parents from 3 families 
turning up regularly has been defined as an ‘organised group’ 

! Council erects sign saying ground closed except for sports clubs with Council 
permit 

! Parents complaining – ‘ridiculous’, nowhere else near home where kids can run 
around 

! In May Council fined group of amateur footballers $5000 for using the ground 
! Sports stars Steve Moneghetti, Kerryn McCann and Andrew Gaze ‘blast council’ 

for threatening fines – ‘ludicrous’, ‘bureaucracy gone mad’ parents need to be 
supported in fighting child obesity crisis. 

 
Dec 2007 (crikey.com) 

! Critique of water restrictions for regulating how water is used rather than how 
much. Call for allocations model instead 

! Cites many examples of unfair anomalies e.g. People can waste water in their 
home, but councils can’t water parks and sportsgrounds. – this is the steep cost 
of lowering water use under the current regime. ‘sad effect of politicians and 
bureaucrats making economic and environmental decisions on our behalf’ 

 
Jan 2008 (Geelong Advertiser) 

! Hasn’t rained all year and ‘sporting grounds are starting to feel the pinch’ 
! Council has closed one oval at Flinders Secondary College. Extremely dry and 

cracked. Not being irrigated. Closed for safety reasons and to give surface 
chance to recover. 

! Not one oval in municipality is in satisfactory condition, four have ‘major issues’ 
! City is trying to keep all grounds in playable condition – assessing on a weekly 

basis 
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Jan 2008 (AAP) 

! Water minister says use of recycled water on parks and sports grounds is 
‘fantastic solution to water restrictions’ 

! In last month, councils have used over 2 million litres of Class A recycled water 
! Minister “It is so important for the fabric of our community that people of all ages 

have an opportunity to continue playing sport during the ongoing dry conditions’. 
Recycled water can help to revitalise these ‘community assets’ 

! Recent $2.5m upgrade of Yarra valley Water Brushy Creek sewerage treatment 
plant gave access to class A recycled water to Melbourne's east and north-east 
suburbs 

! Melbourne use of recycled water has grown from 2% in 1999 to over 14% today 
 

March 2008 (Geelong Advertiser) 

! ‘Long hot summer taking its toll on sporting grounds’. Eight ovals in the region are 
closed completely, another five are closed for football. A further 23 have ‘major 
issues’. 

! Ovals most affected are the ‘second string’ grounds at sporting reserves – 
watering concentrated on main ovals 

! Football leagues will all be on track to start seasons on time, but prospect of 
some junior games being moved 

! Barwon Water has allocated 300 million litres to public recreation facilities – 
which allows about one in four to be maintained for sport (includes bowling, golf 
greens). 

 
June 2008 (Melbourne/Yarra Leader) 

! Uni students ignoring federal law banning casual use of sports grounds during 
drought  

! Crown land Reserves Act (1978) prohibits casual and informal sporting groups 
from using council’s 50-plus sporting grounds during water restrictions 

! Only organised sporting bodies with Council permits allowed 
! Uni staff and students defy the ban twice a week to play soccer at Princes Park – 

say law is unfair and ignores excellent condition of the playing surfaces. Think 
restrictions should be relaxed over winter when grounds in good condition. ‘It 
seems strange that governments are pushing for people to get outdoors and 
become more active and we have all this green open space yet we can’t use it’ 

! Melbourne council say there’s no fine or penalty, rangers just move people on or 
suggest alternative locations 

 
July 2008 (Age) 

! Yarra Valley Water chairman Alan Cornell says new dams should be considered 
for Melbourne and aspects of current water restrictions regime are socially 
damaging. Speaking as two projects commissioned by state govt to investigate 
social impact of water restrictions (URS Australia: $400,000 to advise on socio-
economic impact, including sports ground issue. UTS $247,000 to research 
alternative restriction regimes) 

! Cornell concerned social problems might emerge if Stage 3a water restrictions 
are allowed to continue, damaging Melbourne’s recreational assets 

! Policy could turn children away from sport and towards sedentary lifestyles. ‘I 
don’t think people, when the water restrictions came in, had a long term view on 
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how it would affect every aspect of the community. If the restrictions aren’t really 
carefully thought out, they can have effects on the community which people don’t 
anticipate … once (young people) go to their computers and internal activities, it’s 
very hard to get them back onto the cricket fields’. 

 
October 2008 (Age) 

! Synthetic grass replacing real turf – e.g. at Geelong Grammar School junior 
campus and Mill Park Middle School. 

! ‘Draconian no-watering restrictions, such as those imposed on Melbourne in the 
droughts of the 1960s and 1980s are considered by many to be against the city’s 
interests’ 

! Govt is concerned with psychological, social and economic implications of 
restrictions and has funded two projects to investigate (URS, UTS) 

 

 

 


