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Why this matters now

Australia’s housing crisis is pushing governments, utilities, councils and industry to prioritise speed,
supply and affordability. But if we keep delivering housing via conventional planning and water
servicing pathways, cities and towns risk locking in higher long-term costs, lower climate resilience and
poorer liveability. The gap between policy ambition and what is delivered on the ground is growing, with
stormwater, drainage, wastewater interfaces, alternative water sources and public realm outcomes
often addressed too late or in isolation.

This challenge affects all jurisdictions. Planning systems, utility arrangements and approval pathways
differ across states and territories, but the same pressures are apparent: more redevelopment in
established suburbs, denser mixed-use precincts around centres and transport corridors, expansion at
the urban fringe, and growth in regional cities and towns. At the same time, climate pressures are
intensifying. Heat, flooding, water scarcity, declining urban tree canopy and infrastructure capacity
constraints increasingly affect housing performance, household costs and neighbourhood amenity.

In this context, water sensitivity is NOT an environmental add-on. It is a core part of delivering
affordable, resilient and fit-for-purpose housing.

A water sensitive housing response considers how urban form, servicing, landscape, public space and
building systems work together to manage runoff, support cooling, protect receiving waters, improve
resource efficiency and create healthier places to live.

The evidence base is clear. Current infill redevelopment patterns tend to increase building footprint and
impervious surfaces, reduce usable greenspace, worsen urban hydrology and intensify heat if water
outcomes are not built into the design and servicing process from the outset. Australian infill and
precinct studies also show that alternative responses can provide broader benefits when they are
assessed over the right scale and time horizon, rather than through a narrow upfront cost lens.
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What doesn’t work in current housing
delivery

Planning, servicing and approvals are fragmented

A consistent problem is poor sequencing across planning, servicing and approvals. Better outcomes
depend on an integrated process built on early collaboration, context analysis, scenario development,
testing of servicing options, and implementation through policy, funding and delivery arrangements. In
practice, however, water is considered too late in the development cycle, after built form, yield,
basement design, street layouts or subdivision patterns are already largely fixed.

When this happens, water sensitive features are more likely to be treated as optional add-ons or
compliance hurdles rather than integral design features. Late-stage redesign increases cost, reduces
certainty and discourages innovation, especially in affordable and community housing projects where
margins are already tight and approval risk is highly consequential.

Guidance has not kept pace with new development forms

Many jurisdictions have policies, strategies or technical guidance related to integrated water
management, water sensitive urban design or resilient urban greening. But guidance is often better
suited to conventional subdivision or stand-alone lot development than to contemporary housing forms
such as mixed-use precincts, activity centres, podium developments, build-to-rent projects, social
housing renewal, townhouse infill and compact medium-density redevelopment.

These settings have different servicing conditions, street relationships, site coverage patterns and
opportunities for precinct-scale responses. If policy expects water sensitive performance in these
contexts, the evidence must be translated into place-based parameters, standard details, design
checklists and approval pathways of the proposed development.

The affordability discussion is too narrow

Affordability is commonly based on upfront capital costs at the approval stage and initial purchase
prices, rather than lifecycle costs, long-term household value, avoided infrastructure costs and broader
place-based benefits. This approach is biased against water sensitive responses, even when they can
improve cooling, runoff management, canopy, water efficiency, liveability and resilience over time.

We need a broader value framework. This framework does not mean every rainwater tank, green roof
or raingarden will be justified on every site. But it demonstrates the cost question is often asked at the
wrong scale and over too short a time horizon. When benefits accrue to utilities, councils, residents and
the broader community over decades, a narrow development-stage test will understate value and steer
decisions towards short-term lowest-cost solutions.

Funding, risk and accountability still don’t align

The costs, risks and benefits of water sensitive housing are usually spread unevenly across institutions.
Developers may carry design and approval risk. Councils may shoulder perceived flood or
maintenance liability. Water businesses may benefit from reduced demand or deferred augmentation.
Communities may gain cooler streets, improved amenity, biodiversity and reduced runoff. When costs
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and benefits are distributed this way, the lowest cost private decision will often fail to produce the best
public outcome.

This misalignment is compounded by uncertainty about who owns assets, who maintains them, how
performance is monitored, and what happens when a preferred solution spans public and private land.
Without clearer governance and funding logic, better outcomes will continue to be treated as
exceptional rather than normal practice.

Operations and maintenance are under-specified

Even when innovative solutions are approved, operation and maintenance arrangements are often
vague or deferred. This reality weakens confidence among approving authorities and can undermine
long-term performance after construction. Nationally, every jurisdiction needs practical operating
models for assets such as raingardens, tanks, on-site reuse systems, shared precinct infrastructure,
green roofs and public realm blue—green systems.

Why this is a national issue

The opportunity is not to apply one template everywhere, but to create context-specific delivery
pathways that achieve a consistent water sensitive standard across Australia. This approach involves
recognising the different housing growth contexts where water outcomes must be embedded:

Established urban areas Mixed-use precincts / activity centres

Water sensitive housing must respond to The challenge is to integrate water outcomes
redevelopment and infill pressures where site with transport, public realm upgrades, density
constraints, cumulative runoff, urban heat and uplift and utility servicing in a coordinated way.
canopy loss are significant.

Greenfield growth areas Regional cities and towns

The opportunity to embed water sensitive Capacity, climate variability, infrastructure
systems from the outset is greater, but limitations and local delivery models may
depends on early planning, sequencing and shape what is feasible. But resilient and
institutional alignment. liveable housing outcomes are still important.

Across all these contexts, the common national challenge is the same: current housing delivery
systems do not consistently integrate water outcomes when urban form, servicing and public realm
decisions are made. The task for policy is therefore not simply to mandate more assets, but to create
clearer and more credible delivery pathways.
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Why we need a national framework for
action

A nationally relevant response should be flexible enough to work within different state and territory
planning systems, while still being specific about what needs to change.

Seven priority actions

1. Set clearer performance expectations for different housing contexts, including infill,
mixed-use precincts, affordable housing, social housing renewal, greenfield growth
and regional expansion.

2. Integrate water options earlier in housing enabling processes, particularly during
structure planning, precinct planning, rezoning, servicing strategies, major project
assessment and standard setting.

3. Enable precinct-scale and catchment-based solutions where lot-by-lot compliance is
inefficient, impractical or unlikely to achieve meaningful outcomes.

4. Adopt broader value frameworks that compare business-as-usual and water
sensitive options using lifecycle cost, avoided augmentation, household value and
multiple public benefits, and not just upfront capital cost.

5. Create clearer funding and risk sharing models that distribute costs more fairly
across the parties that benefit, including governments, councils, utilities, developers
and communities.

6. Translate evidence into practical guidance including standard details, design
parameters, model approval pathways, procurement settings and maintenance
regimes that industry can use with confidence.

7. Make long-term operation and maintenance visible from the start, with clear
ownership, monitoring and handover arrangements for both public and private
assets.

What this means for decision makers

This discussion paper speaks to multiple actors across Australia because water sensitive housing
cannot be delivered by one institution alone.

e Federal, state and territory governments must determine whether planning policy, housing
policy, infrastructure coordination and regulatory settings align well enough to support water
sensitive outcomes in places where housing growth is being accelerated.

e Local governments must assess, approve, own and maintain water sensitive outcomes in a
way that is workable at scale, especially when redevelopment is fragmented and resourcing is
uneven.

o Water utilities and servicing agencies must determine how water sensitive housing can
reduce long-term system stress, defer augmentation, improve integrated servicing outcomes
and support liveability objectives, while still fitting within existing roles, standards and
investment frameworks.
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e Developers and housing providers — especially those working in affordable, community or
institutional housing — need water sensitive responses that are clear, approvable, costed
appropriately and capable of being delivered without disproportionate delay or risk.

e National research, funding and influencing bodies must provide the evidence, case for
change and practical tools needed to normalise better outcomes across jurisdictions rather than
relying on one-off exemplars.

Where to next

The proposed Water Sensitive Cities Australia project can move the discussion from principle to
practice. Its value lies not in restating the case for water sensitivity, but in reducing uncertainty for
decision makers about what good looks like, what it costs, who pays, and how it can be approved and
maintained.

Four key activities where the project adds value

1. Define what water sensitive housing looks like in each context, especially for activity
centres where expected performance is still unclear.

2. Develop value propositions that compare business-as-usual approaches with water
sensitive alternatives using lifecycle costs and multiple benefits, rather than focusing
only on upfront capital costs.

3. Identify the approval, governance, funding, and operation and maintenance
arrangements needed to make better solutions both approvable and durable.

4. Convert these findings into an influencing strategy built around a small number of
credible messages and compelling facts for decision makers in housing, planning
and infrastructure.

In the current housing context, the strongest argument is not that water sensitive housing is an added
burden, but that failing to embed it now will lock both cities into higher long-term costs, lower resilience
and poorer neighbourhood outcomes for decades. Water sensitivity is enabling infrastructure for
efficient and effective housing delivery. It is essential to affordability over time, essential to climate
resilience, and essential to the quality and performance of the neighbourhoods now being built across
Australia.

How you can get involved

We’re looking for funding partners from all jurisdictions, including consortiums of government agencies,
water utilities, councils and water practitioners, to advance water sensitive affordable housing at scale.

If you're interested or have any questions, contact:

Chris Manning at chris@wscaustralia.org.au
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