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Thank you for the opportunity to provide comment on the draft NSW Water Strategy.  
 
Rous County Council (RCC) supports the actions presented in the draft Strategy and 
considers them necessary to address key risks facing the Local Water Utility (LWU) sector 
across the state. 
 
We provide the following comments and suggestions in addition to those actions considered 
in the Strategy:  
 

1. Finance and regulatory support for regional pilot projects that increase water security 
options for LWU’s (link to actions 6.6 and 7.1) 

2. Improve Integrated Water Cycle Management planning as it relates to water security 
(link to actions 4.1, 6.2 and 6.8) 

3. Support regional communities with Water Efficiency Programs. (link to actions 5.1, 
6.5 and 6.10)  

 
1. Support pilot projects in regional communities 
 
The NSW Productivity Commission Green Paper recommended that NSW addresses gaps 
in the current State based frameworks to ensure that water recycling remains an option 
available for LWU’s. The discussion paper also called for the establishment of a pilot 
demonstration plant in Sydney to help people understand the water cycle while garnering 
support for potable reuse options from the broader community. 
  
While there is merit in the establishment of a pilot plant in Sydney, it is equally important that 
the same consideration should be given to a pilot plant in regional NSW. The challenges 
facing regional NSW and our metropolitan counterparts concerning the technical aspects of 
potable reuse options are similar. However, there are bespoke differences in overall 
community acceptance and engagement processes needed for these options. Unfortunately, 
these differences will not be addressed by a metropolitan based pilot plant on its own.  
Community engagement in regional NSW is also needed to demonstrate community support 
for these options.  
 
Should both proposals be progressed, there is no doubt that each utility can learn and share 
both resources and findings to strengthen both projects. Regional LWUs have a strong 
history in collaboration and resource sharing when it comes to water source planning and a 
regional pilot plant would benefit all regional NSW LWUs. 
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RCC, in partnership with Southern Cross University, is proposing to invest around $10 
million to pioneer the use of recycled water for drinking purposes in regional NSW.  
 
This proposal is to construct a pilot potable recycled water treatment plant in regional NSW 
that will pioneer how to implement recycled water for drinking purposes. The project has 
regional benefits as the impacts of persistent drought conditions has renewed the interest of 
LWUs to consider this as an option. This project aims to clearly demonstrate that potable 
recycled water is safe, environmentally sustainable, cost-effective and can be accepted by 
the community in regional NSW.  
 
Due to its widely recognised model for sustainable urban development, RCC’s modern 
Perradenya residential estate located in the Northern Rivers region provides the ideal 
opportunity for the NSW Government to explore the viability of utilising recycled water for 
drinking and other potable purposes. A key feature of the Perradenya Estate’s ecologically 
sustainable development model is to eventually utilise recycled water for all purposes (both 
drinking and non-drinking) and ensure a resilient water supply for the community. 
Importantly, the use of recycled water for all purposes is strongly supported by Perradenya 
Estate residents and landowners. 
 
Southern Cross University is well-placed to partner with RCC to deliver the proposed pilot 
treatment plant. The university’s Dean of the School of Environment, Science and 
Engineering Professor Nick Ashbolt has extensive experience in the research and 
development of national and international guidelines for recycled water. Together with the 
Chair of Engineering and Associate Professor Peter Coombes, a former government chief 
water scientist, Professor Ashbolt leads a strong multiple disciplinary team that will aid the 
successful implementation of recycled water, fit-for-purpose throughout the Perradenya 
Estate. 
 
The proposal will allow the creation of a living relationship to maximise community 
engagement while demonstrating safe operating protocols. The evidence-based process will 
drive a culture of operational improvement, transparency and with extensive engagement 
ultimately, broader community acceptance. The project is also designed to deliver significant 
additional value through the pilot plant’s design by including the following features: 
 
1. Larger than usual plant footprint to allow better site access – especially for inspections 

so that others can become familiar with the technology and gain understanding of the 
process. 

2. A specialised laboratory to provide close monitoring of the plant’s operations and make it 
possible to demonstrate plant safety and the multiple barrier approach to treatment. 

3. Meeting, teaching and other educational facilities to support engagement with 
government, industry, interest groups and the community. 

4. Provide a venue to demonstrate the technology and build on social engineering 
considerations and positive engagement. 

RCC commends this initiative and request that due consideration be made for potential State 
funding support through the NSW Water Strategy, based on the merits of this project for 
regional NSW. 
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2. Improve Integrated Water Cycle Management planning as it relates to water 
security. 

 
The NSW Government Productivity Commission Green Paper made several observations 
about the future impacts on the water supply sector because of a fast-growing population, 
changing climate and ageing infrastructure. The report highlighted that these issues would 
test the water sector’s ability to meet our needs into the future. 
 
The timely observations made in this discussion paper are on the backdrop of an 
unprecedented drought in regional NSW with many LWUs planning for major infrastructure 
projects to secure water supplies for their communities. Currently, the existing framework is 
a one size fits all approach and does not consider regional LWU’s capacity to meet all 
elements of the framework. A flexible and tailored approach is necessary to make sure that 
these regional LWUs have cost effective and adaptive options available that are in the best 
interest of the communities that they serve. 
 
Any improvements to the Integrated Water Cycle Management checklist under the best-
practise management framework must involve extensive consultation with regional LWUs. 
These LWUs have a unique understanding of the challenges facing their respective 
communities when securing sustainable and affordable water supplies. 
 
The NSW regional water strategies were informed by new modelling and climate change 
assessment methodologies. LWUs need to be consulted on any changes to the current 
guidelines that are used to determine the long-term reliability of their water supply network. 
In addition, LWUs need access to the modelling data so that both NSW policy authors and 
LWUs have access to the most contemporary information when making decisions about 
assuring long-term water security for their communities. 
 
 
3. Support regional communities with Water Efficiency Programs  
 
Many regional LWUs have seen significant reductions in per capita consumption for 
residential water use and at that same time many of our local industries have managed to 
increase their production without increasing the demand from town water supplies. Since 
1995 the Rous region has reduced individual water consumption by 50%. 
 
While further opportunities do exist, and many LWUs would like to action those options, the 
business cases for those long-term region wide investments are becoming increasingly more 
challenging. 
 
The economic, environmental, and social benefits of water efficiency programs is 
undeniable. These programs not only defer source augmentation but also can reduce the 
size and scale of water supply infrastructure. However, the ability to move forward on 
contemporary water efficiency strategies requires ever increasing investments to secure a 
further reduction in water demands over the long-term. 
 
Regional LWUs provide services to areas that have significant social and economic 
disadvantage. For all regional LWUs, the costs of providing this critical community service 
are a key consideration before embarking on significant investments such as, smart 
metering deployment programs, pressure management and leakage detection as well as 
individual business water efficiency investments for key regional industries. 
 
  











1. OVERVIEW

Rous County Council, in partnership with 
Southern Cross University, is proposing to 
construct a pilot treatment plant in regional 
NSW that will pioneer how to implement 
recycled water for drinking purposes and 
build community trust. 

The NSW Government has long supported the 
use of recycled water for a range of non-drinking 
purposes to reduce the demand on drinking 
water supplies.

However, the impact of persistent drought 
conditions has renewed the NSW Government’s 
interest in potentially utilising recycled water 
for drinking purposes so long as it is safe, 
environmentally sustainable, cost-effective and 
accepted by the community.

Due to its widely recognised model for 
sustainable urban development, Rous County 
Council’s modern Perradenya residential estate 

located in the Northern Rivers region provides 
the ideal opportunity for the NSW Government to 
explore the viability of utilising recycled water for 
drinking and other potable purposes.

A key feature of the Perradenya Estate’s 
ecologically sustainable development model 
is to eventually utilise recycled water for all 
purposes (both drinking and non-drinking) 
and ensure a resilient water supply for the 
community. Importantly, the use of recycled 
water for all purposes is strongly supported by 
Perradenya Estate residents and landowners. 

Southern Cross University is well-placed to 
partner with Rous County Council to deliver the 
proposed pilot treatment plant. The university’s 
Dean of the School of Environment, Science and 
Engineering Professor Nick Ashbolt has extensive 
experience in the research and development of 
national and international guidelines for recycled 
water. Together with the Chair of Engineering 

and Associate Professor Peter Coombes, a former 
government chief water scientist, Professor 
Ashbolt leads a strong multiple disciplinary team 
that will aid the successful implementation of 
recycled water, fit-for-purpose throughout the 
Perradenya Estate.

Rous County Council and Southern Cross 
University are currently seeking funding 
assistance of up to $4 million from the State 
Government to establish this water legacy for 
NSW. The proposal will allow the creation of 
a living relationship to maximise community 
engagement whilst institutionalising and 
demonstrating safe operating protocols. The 
evidence-based process will drive a culture of 
operational improvement, transparency and 
community acceptance. As such, the proposed 
approach will serve to increase knowledge 
around health risks and to continuously improve 
risk management approaches whilst providing 
national guidance.  

Rous County Council
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5. COST  
AND TIMING
Current estimates indicate the total project 
investment required is around $10 million. 
This total investment figure includes both 
the expected $6.6 million capital cost of 
building the pilot recycled water treatment 
plant on the Perradenya Estate site as well 
as the plant’s ongoing operational costs.

Rous County Council in partnership with 
Southern Cross University is currently seeking 
a funding contribution of up to $4 million 
from the NSW Government towards the pilot 
plant’s construction.

Rous County Council will contribute the further 
$6 million needed to build and then operate 
the pilot plant, and Southern Cross will provide 
in-kind support by way of its academics 
to assist with analytical, engagement and 
regulatory aspects.

At this stage, it is expected construction of  
the pilot plant would take up to 18 months  
to complete.

6. RESEARCH 
PARTNERSHIP
As described above Southern Cross 
University is well placed to partner with 
Rous County Council in the development 
and implementation of a recycled water 
supply at the Perradenya Estate in the 
Northern Rivers region of NSW. 

The Dean of the School of Environment, Science 
and Engineering, Professor Nick Ashbolt has 
extensive experience in developing guidelines 
and research into recycled water supplies, as 
does Professor Liu in leading sustainable options 
for the treatment of wastewater. Together with 
the Chair of Engineering and Associate Professor 
Peter Coombes, a former government chief 
water scientist, Professors Ashbolt and Liu lead 
a strong multiple disciplinary team that will aid 
the successful implementation of the recycled 
water scheme.

Prior experience and failures with recycled water 
schemes internationally illustrates the critical 
importance of engaging the broader community 
to sustain acceptance of recycled water. Hence, 

Southern Cross University will assist Rous 
County Council in creating a living relationship 
to maximise community engagement whilst 
institutionalising and demonstrating safe 
operating protocols. The evidence-based 
process including socioeconomic assessments 
will drive a culture of operational improvement, 
transparency and acceptance. 

The partnership will demonstrate improved 
understanding of the design and multiple 
barrier processes involved in the treatment 
train that delivers recycled water of acceptable 
quality. The proposed associated research will 
also serve to understand emerging health risks 
(such as with antimicrobial resistance) and to 
continuously improve upon more sustainable 
treatment options (for energy and nutrient 
recovery) and risk management approaches 
whilst providing national guidance. 

LET’S DRINK TO THE FUTURE - Proposed Perradenya Estate Pilot Recycled Water Treatment Plant
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