
CHALLENGES WE FACE

Water is one of our most precious resources 
that is becoming even more so because 
of changes in Australia’s climate and our 
growing population.

In the past 20 years, southeast 
Australia has experienced a 
decline in rainfall of between 
15 and 25 per cent during the 
autumn and winter months. On 
the other side of the country, 
the amount of stream flow to 
Perth’s dams has fallen by almost 
80 per cent since the mid-1970s. 

At the same time, Australian 
temperatures have risen, with more 
hot days and fewer cool days. Since 1910, 
Australia has warmed by around 1C and the 
number of days over 35C has increased, 
except in parts of northern Australia.

Water scarcity will become a serious 
challenge for towns, cities and industries 
across the country. CSIRO research has 
found some of Australia’s biggest cities 
will need 1150GL of water per year by 
2050 – that’s 73 per cent more water than 
we currently use. Governments, water 
authorities and scientists are already 
looking at ways to increase water supply to 
communities and key industries, such  
as agriculture and mining.  

PROGRESS MADE

Water recycling is one way in which 
government and the water industry are 
trying to secure a steady source of water for 

the future. 
Recycled water sources 

can include wastewater and 
greywater – the water from 
showers, baths or washing 
machines. Stormwater 
harvesting is another form 
of recycling that collects and 

processes rainwater runoff from 
roads and buildings. There are 

strict Australian guidelines for water 
recycling that ensure it is safe, but it can 

be an expensive process and there is 
still some community resistance 
towards using recycled water.

Desalination is also widely 
used and is a cost-effective 
system that turns seawater 
into drinkable water. Perth was 
the first Australian city to use 
desalination at its Kwinana plant. 
By 2011, one-third of Perth’s water 
was provided through desalination. 
Australia has desalination plants in 
NSW, Victoria, South Australia, WA and the 
Gold Coast and globally, there are more than 
15,000 desal plants. 

A precious resource, we cannot  
survive without  

WHAT THE FUTURE HOLDS

The government has awarded $30 million in 
funding to the Cooperative Research Centre 
for Water Sensitive Cities (CRCWSC). 

This organisation unites more than 
75 universities, scientists, engineers, 
environmentalists, architects, government 
bodies and private-sector bodies that 
are focused on developing ways of 
futureproofing Australia’s water supply.

The CRCWSC is investigating ways of 
enhancing efficiency of water distribution and 
wastewater collection while reducing costs. 

In Sydney, a blackwater treatment plant 
at Darling Quarter precinct mines sewerage 
using a complex and advanced process that 

transforms waste into water for toilets, 
irrigation and cooling towers. 

It has cut the amount of 
drinkable water used for these 
purposes by up to 92 per cent 
a year. 

Elsewhere around the 
world, innovations include fog 

harvesting to trap water. 
In parts of South America, 

communities use mesh nets to trap 
water from the air with the specially 

designed nets capturing up to 12 litres of 
water per square metre in foggy weather.
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WHERE OUR WATER 
COMES FROM
Australia’s drinking water – also called potable water 
– comes mostly from rivers, dams and reservoirs. 
Australia has more than 400 big dams and the  
largest, the Gordon Dam in Tasmania can hold 
12,450,000 megalitres of water. One megalitre  
contains one million litres. 
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TOMORROW DON’T MISS PARKS & RESERVES

 
Each year 

around 2.4 million 
people die because of 
unsafe water and poor 
sanitation, according 
to the World Health 

Organisation

 
A network 

of water mains 
and pipes run under 

our streets and roads 
and deliver water to 
our homes. This is 

called a distribution 
or reticulation 

system.

 
The United 

Nations says 
2.7 billion people 

worldwide will face 
severe water 
shortages by 

2025

 IMPACT OF DROUGHT
Australia is the driest of all the world’s inhabited continents. At any time, parts of the 
country will be experiencing drought. The Bureau of Meteorology defines drought as  
“a prolonged, abnormally dry period when the amount of available water is insufficient 
to meet our normal use”.

Since written records began in the 1800s, Australia has experienced periods of 
drought with particularly prolonged and tough drought from 1911 to 1916 and from 1996 
to mid-2010, known as the Millennium Drought. Drought poses a significant threat to 
the farming industry, so the CSIRO is looking at how to breed drought tolerant and water 
efficient crops and also how to help farmers manage crops and pastures to best conserve 
available water. 


