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Maribyrnong River and Waterways Association  
Position Statement on Data Centres and Water Management in the  

Maribyrnong Catchment 
 
 
About the Maribyrnong River and Waterways Association (MRWA) 
 
Founded in 2022, the Maribyrnong River and Waterways Association (MRWA) is a values-

driven, community-based organisation committed to protecting and restoring the health of 

rivers, creeks, and wetlands across the Maribyrnong catchment. Our work is grounded in 

collaboration, evidence-based advocacy, and a commitment to equity, access, and 

ecological sustainability. MRWA brings together local communities, Traditional Owners, and 

government agencies through initiatives such as the Water Think Tank to foster inclusive 

and informed decision-making. We seek to elevate community voices, enhance water 

literacy, and support a shared vision for thriving waterways in a changing climate. 

 

 
Data Centres: A Growing Pressure on the Maribyrnong Catchment 
 
Victoria's data centre growth rate is experiencing rapid expansion, with the majority of 

proposed facilities concentrating in Melbourne's west and north, primarily due to the 

availability of cheaper land and flat landscapes that facilitate data centre expansion (ABC 

News, 2025a). Additionally, large areas have been earmarked for industrial development in 

State Significant Industrial Land Schemes. Importantly, through the state’s Development 

Facilitation Program, certain projects deemed to deliver “significant economic development” 

can bypass local council processes, with planning applications lodged directly to the 

Planning Minister. This fast-track pathway covers developments such as data centres valued 

at $20 million or more in metropolitan Melbourne, or $10 million or more in regional areas 

(ABC News, 2025b).   

 

Data centres are inherently resource intensive operations. To maintain their 24/7 operational 

safety and efficiency, they require the removal of enormous volumes of heat, which 

necessitates substantial cooling, either through water or power (Li eta al, 2025). This creates 

a trade-off for developers; in Australia, where electricity prices are relatively high and there 

are restrictions on inefficient energy use, data centre developers are often incentivised to opt 

for water intensive evaporative cooling systems, which can reduce electricity usage by 20-

30% compared to dry systems. Reports indicate that proposed data centres serviced by 

Greater Western Water alone could collectively consume up to 19.6 billion litres of drinking 

water annually (ABC News,2025a). To put this into perspective, this volume is equivalent to 

emptying 80% of the Rosslynne Reservoir annually.  
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Crucially, potable (drinking) water for industrial use in Melbourne is relatively cheap, costing 

around $3.20 per kilolitre, significantly less than the stepped charges paid by households. 

This disparity makes water-intensive cooling economically attractive for developers.  

 

However, this short-term cost-saving logic results in long-term social and environmental 

consequences, including the evaporation of vast quantities of drinking water. This water, 

MRWA argues, should be available for food security, households and the restoration of our 

green spaces and struggling rivers. As the Concerned Waterways Alliance puts it, ‘this 

financial benefit to data centre operators, in effect, increases the burden on the public water 

supply, shifting costs back onto the community, financially, socially and ecologically’. 

 

Communities in Melbourne’s western and northern suburbs are already burdened by high 

levels of industrial and freight-related air pollution, above-average rates of respiratory and 

cardiovascular disease, and growing heat stress in areas with limited urban greening (EPA, 

2020). The arrival of large, water- and energy-intensive data centres threatens to compound 

these pressures by straining local infrastructure, amplifying urban heat island effects, and 

deepening existing environmental inequities in communities least able to absorb further 

impacts. Rather than delivering tangible local benefits such as parks, playgrounds, or 

accessible employment, these facilities bring noise, pollution from diesel back-up generators, 

and the further loss of scarce open green space. 

 

Victoria’s regulatory framework exhibits significant gaps in governing industrial water use, 

especially concerning data centres. There are no formal requirements for Water Usage 

Effectiveness (WUE) reporting, no mandated water source hierarchy (e.g., recycled water 

before potable water), and no assessments or caps for cumulative water impacts across 

development precincts (E.g. See Amazon Planning Permit No. PA2403014 ). This 

permissive environment stands in stark contrast to practices in some European countries 

and U.S. states like California, which mandate dry cooling in water-stressed regions or 

require public disclosure of water usage by data centres. 

 

This lack of regulation, coupled with relatively low water costs, renders Victoria an appealing 

target for high-water-use developments that would otherwise face far stricter scrutiny in other 

regions. The consequence is a risk that Victoria becomes a destination for global digital 

infrastructure, where the cloud is cheap to build, but costly for our rivers and communities. 

 

 
What we have to lose: 
 
The Maribyrnong River, formed by the joining of Deep Creek and Jacksons Creek, is vital for 

ensuring local water security, for supporting biodiversity, and building climate resilience. 

However, our catchment faces mounting challenges from chronic water overextraction due 

to population growth and the intensifying effects of climate change. 

 

mailto:contact@maribyrnongriver.org.au
https://concernedwaterwaysalliance.org/data-centres-and-drinking-water-why-the-victoria-government-must-act-now/


 
 
 

Email: contact@maribyrnongriver.org.au                    https://maribyrnongriver.org.au/ 

The Long-Term Water Resource Assessment (2020) states a 21-25% reduction in surface 

water availability in the Maribyrnong catchment since the 1970s, amounting to an annual 

loss of 16.9 billion litres compared to historical levels. This severe decline in river flows 

directly contributes to threats to local water security, a reduction in water quality, and a loss 

of ecological function.  

 

Despite long-standing State government environmental targets (Central and Gippsland 

Sustainable Water Strategy, 2022), which by 2022 aimed to secure 7 billion litres per year 

for environmental flows in the Maribyrnong River, actual environmental water provisions 

remain dependent on opportunistic buybacks, and temporary trades, critically lacking long-

term certainty. Allocating billions of litres of drinking water to data centres while 

environmental flow commitments remain unmet risks undermining long-term policy goals, 

delivering short-term economic returns for corporations at the expense of future water 

security and ecological resilience. 

 

 

MRWA's Call for Action 

 

MRWA strongly urges the Victorian Government to adopt a comprehensive and proactive 

approach to data centre development and water management: 

 

1. Mandate Efficiency and Enhanced Transparency 

• Require Water Usage Effectiveness (WUE) reporting and public disclosure for all 

data centres in Victoria. For example, NABERS can be used as a policy mechanism 

to set targets and minimum efficiency requirements. This will ensure informed review 

of new applications and monitoring of existing data centres to enhance statewide 

planning. 

 

2. Prioritise Recycled Water Use 

• Currently, less than 18% of Victoria’s waste water is reused (VAGO, 2021). Require 

all new data centres, as a condition of approval, to connect to recycled or climate-

independent water sources. This shifts the burden from stressed natural systems to 

sustainable and resilient alternatives. 

 

• Introduce a differentiated water pricing regime for industrial and commercial users 

that genuinely reflects the greater social and environmental value of drinking water 

compared to existing household rates. Current pricing structures perversely 

incentivise wasteful practices. 

 

3. Protect Potable Water 

• Limit the use of high-quality potable (drinking) water for cooling data centres where 

viable alternatives exist. This is crucial for safeguarding a critical resource for 

households, agriculture, and environmental restoration, especially in a drying climate. 
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4. Strengthen State and Catchment Oversight 

• Establish a robust state-level regulatory review process for data centres, to assess 

and manage their catchment wide and cumulative impacts on waterways and 

communities.  

 

5. Restore Environmental Flows and Waterways 

• Prioritise the restoration of environmental flows and make water recovery a baseline 

condition that must be met. 

 

MRWA Recommendations: A Win–Win Approach 

 

• Free up potable water for households and restore passing flows to rivers, advancing 

long-overdue environmental entitlements. 

• Supply data centres with a reliable, climate-resilient source of recycled water. 

• Strengthen the recycled water market, reducing waste and improving overall system 

efficiency. 

• Deliver community-wide benefits, including lower costs for waterway health 

management. 

 

MRWA reaffirms its strong position: unchecked data centre expansion — particularly its 

heavy water demand — must not come at the expense of environmental justice or 

community water security. 
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