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ABSTRACT 

Water Authorities have long been powerful drivers 
of global, national and local innovation for economic 
development, environmental enhancement and 
societal wellbeing. Accordingly, they have a critical 
role in progressing sustainable development. In this 
paper, we discuss the opportunities and challenges 
in breaking down the siloes of resource 
management sectors (including water, energy, 
waste, food, public health and others) to deliver 
innovative solutions to resource management in an 
integrated “whole of system” capacity. We provide a 
framework for Integrated Sustainable Management 
(ISM) and discuss how Water Authorities can lead 
this transition through embedding Sustainable 
Development Goals in IWM strategies and 
operations. 
 
INTRODUCTION 

Water Authorities have long been powerful drivers 
of global, national and local innovation for economic 
development, environmental enhancement and 
societal wellbeing (WSAA 2017, DELWP 2016). 
Accordingly, they have a critical role in progressing 
sustainable development and will greatly benefit 
from engaging with the SDGs set by the United 
Nations (UN). The SDGs officially came into force 
in September 2015, and seek to build on the former 
progresses of the Millenium Development Goals. 
They call on all countries to adopt the 17 time 
bound goals (2015-2030) and their specific targets 
and indicators (totaling 169) as the technical 
framework for a people, planet and prosperity 
approach to sustainable development which 
includes reducing poverty linked to hunger, 
education, health and wellbeing, environmental 
prosperity, reduced inequality, global partnerships 
and responsible consumption and production (UN 
2018, WSAA 2017, Sachs 2012).  
 
Australia, as a signatory to the UN 2030 agenda for 
Sustainable Development has pledged a 
commitment to the goals, and in recent years a 
range of businesses and non-government 
organisations have begun embracing the goals as a 
unifying lens for action- with an estimated US $12 
trillion worth of market opportunities generated by 
2030 (GRI & UNGC 2018, WSAA 2018).  
Accordingly, considerable attention has turned to 

the role of water authorities and other resource 
service sectors in progressing sustainable 
development through the SDGs within the 
Australian context. In August 2017, The Water 
Services Association of Australia’s (WSAA)- the 
coordinating body for the Australian water service 
sector- published a report detailing the commitment 
and central responsibility of the water authorities to 
progress targets and indicators for SDG6 Clean 
Water and Sanitation (WSAA 2017). However, the 
report further acknowledged the added scope and 
capacity of water authorities for a wider uptake all 
17 SDGs and a contribution to them through 
individual management processes and partnered 
outcomes (WSAA 2017). 
 
This presents a complex challenge and one most 
water authorities are in early stages of progressing 
(WSAA 2018). Monash Water Sensitive Cities is 
engaged in transdisciplinary research focussed on 
the development of tools, frameworks and 
implementation pathways to support water 
authorities in transformative processes for 
sustainability and sustainable development. In this 
paper we draw on the insights from preliminary 
consultation processes with water authorities and 
water resource stakeholders across Australia to 
understand the progresses, challenges and 
opportunities facing water authorities for 
sustainable development through an SDG led 
approach. We discuss recent progresses water 
authorities have made in sustainable development 
outcomes and highlight the opportunities evident for 
the water sector to draw on existing capacities in 
IWM to lead the way in a broader, cross-sectoral 
integrated approach to sustainable development, 
using the SDGs as a framework.  

METHODS 

This paper draws on a systematic review and 
content analysis of documented sustainable 
development initiatives and approaches in the 
Australia water sector and elsewhere, and the first 
of a series of workshops and individual 
consultations with Victorian water authorities and 
IWM stakeholders. The aim of this process was to 
understand the current challenges and future 
opportunities facing the water sector for a SDG led 
approach to sustainable development.  
 



Neuman (2011), Silverman (2010) and others 
describe the collation and analysis of existing 
literature, and notes from stakeholder workshops 
and informal consultations to be unobtrusive 
research methods. This is as they draw on pre-
existing or naturally occurring data sources to 
provide insights into the social world, without the 
use of reactive experimentation or surveying 
techniques. These methods have been widely used 
for preliminary contextual and integrative 
investigations, allowing researchers to gain insight 
into the current state of knowledge on a social 
issue, and consider how it continues to progress as 
a current body of thought or study (Neuman 2011). 
 
This investigation examined over 54 documented 
cases of sustainable development initiatives and 
case studies across Australia’s Water Sector and 
stakeholders. SDG related content included 
industry reports and adoption guidelines, 
organisational and collaborative reporting 
documents, statements of obligation, Industry 
mapping surveys and parliamentary submissions. 
Key reporting documents and resources on 
sustainable development and SDG related progress 
in the Australian water sector, namely WSAA 
(2017; 2018), GCNA (2018), DEE (2017), and 
Jayawardana (2018) served as the baseline for 
establishing current progress. A more extensive 
review of academic and Australian State and Local 
Government resources via Google, Google Scholar, 
Web of Science and Scopus consolidated this 
resource base with additional relevant 
documentation.  
 
Findings from this review process were triangulated 
by notes from a series of preliminary workshop and 
informal stakeholder consultations, on the topic of 
Sustainable Development and SDG implementation 
in the Australian water sector (Neuman 2011; 
Silverman 2010). As Neuman (2011) suggests, this 
enabled a more robust perspective of Sustainable 

Development progresses by allowing both explicit 
(known and discussed) and tacit (unspoken or un-
formalised) knowledge to be generated (Neuman 
2011; Silverman 2010). Workshops and 
consultations were conducted by Monash Water 
Sensitive Cities researchers in Melbourne, Victoria 
between May 2018 and January 2019. A diverse 
cross section of water resource stakeholders were 
engaged throughout these processes.  
 
Data was thematically categorised into four main 
groups which were 
- Perceived responsibilities and value in SDG 

adoption by Water Authorities 
- The profile of SDGs in Water Authorities 
- Current progresses and challenges 
- Future opportunities 
 
In the following, we outline the key findings of this 
review and preliminary consultation process and 
highlight the challenges, opportunities and potential 
next steps for a more robust implementation of 
sustainable development through a SDG led 
approach.  
 
RESULTS & DISCUSSION 

A REVIEW OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
OUTCOMES IN INTEGRATED WATER 
MANAGEMENT  

In recent times water authorities, like other resource 
management bodies have demonstrated a 
commitment to sustainable approaches and now 
through Integrated Water Management (IWM) a 
capacity to extend the scope of management 
outcomes beyond the “pipes, pumps and pits” 
approach of water servicing to deliver a string of co-
benefits (as indicated in Figure 1) for liveability, 
productivity, resilience and sustainability (DELWP 
2017,2016).  

2. Why integrated water management?

An IWM approach has the 
potential to provide greater 
value to our communities by 
identifying and leveraging 
opportunities to optimise 
the outcomes of water cycle 
planning and management.

The IWM approach involves understanding the water 
cycle, how water cycle services are provided and the 
drivers or constraints that influence its management, 
such as climate change, population growth, land use 
change, environmental decline and community 
preferences.  

Figure 2 shows water-related outcomes that will build 
resilient and liveable cities and towns (Chapter 5, 
Water for Victoria). IWM contributes to these 
outcomes through collaboration-led innovation that 
overcomes the constraints of institutional structures. 
Its success depends on commitment from 
organisations to work together towards optimal 
community benefit including economic, 
environmental and social values. There are two clear 
advantages of IWM planning:

1. Collaborative solutions bridge siloed water cycle 
systems, leading to a greater range of solutions.

2. IWM provides better value for community 
investment because of the shared benefits 
achieved through an integrated solution.

Safe, secure and 
affordable supplies 
in an uncertain 
future 

A diverse range of 
water supplies and 
sources 

Water quality meets 
regulatory standards 
and community 
expectations

Manage water 
efficiency and 
demand

Secure water supply 
for Victorian industry 
and the economy

Water available to 
maintain valued 
green community 
assets including 
for climate change

Effective 
and affordable 
wastewater 
systems 

Meets public health 
and environmental 
standards

Effective sewerage 
systems

Optimised onsite 
domestic wastewater 

Maximise 
waste-to-resource 
opportunities 

Effective 
stormwater 
management 
protects our urban 
environment 

Waterway health 
is maintained 
and improved 

Community and 
property resilient 
to local flood risk

Appropriate levels 
of flood protection 
in new development

Healthy and  
valued urban 
landscapes  
 

Water is prominent in 
the urban landscape

Urban landscapes 
retain moisture for 
cooler, greener cities 
and towns

Waterways 
accessible as 
valuable open space

Aboriginal cultural 
values associated 
with waterways are 
protected

Community values 
reflected in place 
based planning 
 

Diverse urban 
landscapes that 
reflect local 
conditions and 
community values

Empowered engaged 
community 

Local water related 
risks and issues 
understood and 
managed

Figure 2: Water-related outcomes to deliver resilient and liveable cities and towns. 
Source: Water for Victoria
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Figure 1 IWM Outcomes for Liveability, Resilience and Sustainability (DELWP 2017).



Notably, the “whole of water-cycle” (or whole of 
system) lens to IWM provides a fertile enabling 
context for collaboration led innovation by drawing 
in the wide range of organisations, stakeholders 
and communities with a role in water, to participate 
in the management of resource systems. In effect 
IWM outcomes often extend the regular boundaries 
of traditional institutional structures for 
environmental, social and economically optimised 
outcomes (DELWP 2016; 2017). Examples are now 
emerging where water authorities have extended 
management practices beyond their standard 
operating procedures, delivering outcomes for 
public health and social inclusion, sustainable 
infrastructure, greenhouse-gas reduction and waste 
recycling to name a few (WSAA 2017; 2018, GCNA 
2018).  
 
Given this capacity, it is unsurprising that the SDGs 
have garnered considerable interest amongst many 
Australian water authorities, both in terms of their 
enabling qualities for innovation and business 
opportunity (WSAA 2017, 2018). From our review, it 
was evident that many authorities and stakeholders 
perceived both a responsibility and value (see 
Figure 2) for engaging with the SDGs, which was 
centred on four core areas: 1) the benefits and 
social responsibility to customers, 2) organisational 
value and capacity to act 3) governance capacity of 
the SDGS as a unifying framework, and 4) 
leadership in Sustainable Development. 
 
However, progress in engagement, uptake and 
embedding of the SDGs has been varied across the 
water sector to date (WSAA 2018). The WSAA 
2018 SDG Progress Report describes several 
water authorities as having commenced early 
processes of engagement, with some in preliminary 
planning and preparation stages and others linking 
new investments and initiatives thematically to 

particular goals. Some larger authorities, 
particularly in the Melbourne context have made 
additional progress in mapping current IWM and 
operational outputs to specific targets and 
indicators in strategic and corporate reporting 
(WSAA 2018, Yarra Valley Water 2018, Melbourne 
Water 2017, City West Water 2017, South East 
Water 2018, Fitzgerald et al 2018).  
 
The SDGs in this sense have served as a tool for 
aligning strategic and operational agendas to a 
wider global reporting framework (WSAA 2017, 
Yarra Valley Water 2018, Melbourne Water 2017). 
Several practitioners invested in advancing SDG 
approaches within their organisation have noted the 
complexity and ambiguous nature to these 
processes. Many emphasised the challenges in 
quantifying the contribution of authorities to high 
level (global) targets and indicators, particularly 
those outside ‘core business’ processes which 
lacked existing internal reporting mechanism and 
frameworks. This has limited a more robust 
response to the SDGs with several organisations 
taking a more selective approach to goals, targets 
and indicators where direct responsibility and 
influence can be clearly defined and articulated. At 
an organisational level, a lack of awareness and 
understanding of the SDGs (particularly within 
middle management), and siloed jurisdictional or 
operational limitations were also cited as factors 
hindering opportunities for extending business 
cases beyond existing “business as usual” 
contributions to the goals. 
 
These challenges, while significant, are not 
specifically unique to the water sector itself. A 2017 
study by the UN Global Compact, found that more 
than one-third of the 9,000 participating businesses 
were yet to set measurable targets towards goals, 
with only 55% monitoring progress and just 29%

Value:	Why	Water	Authorities	
should	engage	in	the	SDGs

• SDGs	offer	a	framework	for	
demonstrating	global		impact

• SDGs	Offer	a	common	dialogue	to	
engage	stakeholders	beyond	IWM.

• Provide	business	case	for	new	funding	
streams/future	focussed	investment	
and	innovation

• Potential	for	building	new	internal	
partnerships

• Attract	talent	through	value	
proposition	and	leadership.

Responsibility:	How	Water	
Authorities	help	the	SDGs

• Water	Authorities	have	a	legislative	
responsibility	to	ensure	safe	water	
and	sanitation	solutions.

• Water	authorities	have	a	social	
responsibility	to	ensure	sustainable	
outcomes.

• By	Contributing	to	a	more	holistic	
implementation	of	sustainable	
development

• By	fostering	current	and	future	SDG	
implementers	and	champions.

Customers

Organisation

Governance

Leadership

Figure 2. Perceived Values and Responsibilities for Engaging with the SDGs



Having examined whether the policies they adopted 
had any impact outside of their own operations (UN 
Global Comact 2017). This report and others also 
acknowledged that while SDG engagement at an 
executive level has grown considerably in recent 
years, this has yet to be transferred down into the 
senior and middle management of organisations, 
creating ambiguity and obfuscating implementation 
processes (UNGC 2017, Frost and Sullivan 2017). 
 
The complex and contentious nature to these 
challenges has led many commentators to call for a 
greater coordination to sustainable development. 
As Maher et al (2018), Brandt et al (2013) and 
Siebert (2011) suggest, common institutional 
processes and structures often lead organisations 
and sectors to address problems in isolation. The 
siloed nature to approaches cause many 
sustainability initiatives in theory to fail in practice 
due to trade-offs and blind spots that occur beyond 
the immediate scope of single sector influence or 
interests (Moyer and Bohl 2018). Organisational 
initiatives are often limited through this process as 
they lack wider synergies for consolidating 
momentum for a systems optimisation of 
sustainability (Maher et al 2018, Brandt et al 2013, 
Siebert 2011).   
 
The inextricable links between water and energy in 
cities, described as the Water-Energy Nexus, offers 
an explicit example of how initiatives in isolation 
present limitations to sustainable development. In 
Australia, water related energy accounts nationally 
for approximately 13% of total electricity use and 
18% of natural gas use, with water heating at the 
demand end of the cycle responsible for 27% of 
total greenhouse gas emissions in Australian 
Households (Hussey and Pittock 2012). Kenway et 
al (2008) determined that a 15% reduction in the 
use of hot water or an equivalent increase in the 
efficiency of hot water systems would completely 
offset total energy used by water utilities. Yet the 
disjunct nature of these sectors have to date 
created a blind spot in water-related energy 
governance, in this instance refining efficiency 
initiatives to supply-side solutions that account for 
only 0.2% of total energy use (Lam et al 2016, 
Kenway et al 2016, Hussey and Pittock 2012). At a 
policy level, the lack of any national protocol for 
quantifying water related energy has led to a string 
of policy measures that increase efficiencies in one 
sector, by creating additional demand in the other 
(Kenway et al 2016; Hussey and Pittock 2012). The 
proliferation of energy intensive desalination plants, 
inter-basin transfers, extensive groundwater 
pumping and first-generation biofuels production 
provide examples in which trade-offs between 
water and energy efficiency are evident in urban 
contexts due to limited governance processes 

warranting their consideration (Kenway et al 2016, 
Hussey and Pittock 2012). 
 
Through a wider collaboration and coordination of 
management practices with other sectors, water 
authorities stand to deliver broader societal and 
environmental benefits, at a greater economic 
efficiency. Though, given the broadening scope of 
organisations now engaging in SDG led initiatives 
(DEE 2018, Jayawardana 2018, GCNA2018), we 
argue that a coordination of resources, expertise 
and cross-sectoral capacities presents the added 
opportunity for a more robust integrated execution 
of sustainable development.  
 
This has echoed the academic advancements of 
key sustainability contributors and SDG advocates 
alike. Kenway et al (2016) and Kennedy et al 
(2011) for example, recognise the requirement for a 
co-evolution of resource systems and communities 
that constitute the “metabolisms” of urban 
environments. Costanza et al (2016), Allen (2018) 
and PWC (2016) similarly advocated for the SDGs 
as an integrated (or ‘nested’) socio-ecological 
framework that must be considered holistically 
through a streamlined cross-institutional 
governance that acknowledges synergies and 
minimises negative trade-offs and feedbacks. 
 

This presents a significant challenge to resource 
sectors, which to date continue to grapple with the 
complexities of integrated management solutions 
within their respective sectors and organisations. 
Recent progresses in IWM have demonstrated the 
benefits of a system-wide approach and indeed the 
capacities of water authorities for such outcomes 
(WSAA 2017;2018). If a unified strategic 
(integrated) approach across sectors is to serve as 
the next step to progressing sustainable 
development, we argue there is capacity for water 
authorities to show leadership in facilitating the 
necessary processes and pathways for an 
Integrated Sustainable Management (ISM) 
approach  

A CASE FOR MOVING FROM IWM TO ISM IN 
AUSTRALIA 
An ISM would foster a multi-sectoral collaborative 
approach to planning and management that brings 
together key organisations and stakeholder from 
diverse sectors, with communities to co-design and 
develop place based sustainable development 
initiatives. In doing so it provides a greater value to 
communities and organisations by identifying and 
leveraging opportunities to optimise Sustainable 
Development outcomes through a socio-ecological 
systems approach. 

 



While ISM is a relatively new approach, socio-
ecological perspectives have been emergent 
throughout social science and natural resource 
management disciplines for some time. This 
recognises the interconnectivity (synergies and 
feedbacks) between environmental (both built and 
natural) societal (including political, cultural and 
social) and economic (market and non-market) 
variables and the need for an integrated 
consideration of these in planning and decision 
making (Cote and Nightingale (2016)). In essence, 
a SDG led Socio-ecological approach means that 
stakeholders adopting the SDGs must go beyond a 
“shopping list” of social, economic and 
environmental objectives defined independently of 
each other, to recognise and respect the dynamic 
interactions and interdependencies of societies and 
our environment (Norstrom et al 2004).	 
	
As Figure 3 suggests, the SDGs show much 
promise in providing a common dialogue for 
facilitating cross-sectoral alignment, coordination 
and collaboration amongst diverse stakeholders. As 
with the Australian water sector, engagement and 
adoption of the SDGs has been varied throughout 
others sectors and industries. The infancy of 
sustainable development- not least initiatives that 
seek to transcend the siloes of individual sectors- 
brings with it the complexities of muddied 
institutional processes and collaborative 
governance. From our consultation processes it 
was clear that within the water sector alone many 
practitioners perceived this as a significant 
challenge to future sustainable development. 
 
Yet these are challenges not completely foreign to 
the Australian water context. In recent years, water 

authorities have charted similar territories in 
collaborative governance process, institutional 
coordination and interdisciplinary approaches 
through IWM outcomes and systems (DELWP 
2017, Furlong et al 2016). The Integrated Water 
Management Framework 2017 recently produced 
by DELWP provides a useful case study for 
considering these capabilities. Drawing on “the 
knowledge, expertise and experiences of water 
sector organisations in applying integrated 
approaches to water cycle planning.” (DELWP 2017 
pp5.), this approach presents one of the first 
systematic (or documented), state-wide 
applications of IWM of its kind within the Australian 
context (DELWP 2017). 
 
Arguably, it is the tools, processes and frameworks 
of IWM that have positioned water authorities at the 
coalface of sustainable development progress to 
date, and now offer promise for a systems transition 
to ISM. In the below table (Figure 4), we highlight 
the capabilities of water authorities as exemplified 
through IWM processes and demonstrate their 
enabling qualities for an ISM approach led by the 
SDGs.  
 
Through these capabilities water authorities can 
progress to a more multi-sectoral approach to 
sustainable development, which offers potential for 
more substantial and economically efficient 
outcomes. In Figure 4 we present a conceptual 
framework for ISM adoption. This draws on the 
governance and planning framework of IWM (as 
outlined in DEWLP (2017)), and highlights how the 
enabling qualities of IWM processes and 
stakeholder capacity can be translated for the ISM 
approach. 

 
 
 

Food	and	
Agriculture	Sector
Integrated	Food	
Management	

Outcomes/Systems

Energy	Sector Other	SectorsWater	Sector
Public	Health,	
Education	
Transport	

Communications	
Finance	etc.

Integrated	Sustainable	Management

Outcomes:	
Liveability,	
Resilience,	
Productivity

SDGs	as	a	framework	for	guiding	
Integrated	management	practices	
and	systems		to	achieve	Sustainable	

Development

Waste	Sector
Integrated	Waste	
Management	

Outcomes/	Systems

Integrate	Water	
management	
Outcomes/	Systems
See Figure 1. 

Integrated	Energy	
Management	

Outcomes/	Systems

Sustainable	
Development

1)	Internal	responsibilities:	A	business	case	and	guidelines	for	
sustainable	strategic	and	daily	operational	processes	and	
responsibilities	within	water	authorities.
3)	ISM	Responsibilities:	The	blueprint	for	robust	cross	sectoral	
integration	to	ensure	an	integrated	approach	to	sustainable	
development.	In	effect,	it	determines	the	role	IWM	plays	in	
collaboration	with	other	sector	for	ensuring	a	sustainable	future.

Infrastructure	
and	Planning

Integrated	
Infrastructure	
Management	

Outcomes/Systems
Examples	of	existing	SDG	engages	stakeholders	(2019)

• Food	Bank	Aus
• Nestle
• CSIRO
• Oz	Harvest
• The	Australian	Dairy		

Industry
• FareShare

• Lendlease
• The	Green	Building	Council	

of	Australia
• Tropical	Urbanism	and	

Desing Lab

• AGL	Energy	Limited
• Cities	Power	Partnership
• Mineral	Council	of	

Australia
• The	Essential	Srevices

commision

• WSAA
• Melbourne	Water
• Sydney	Water
• SA	Water
• SEW	Water
• WaterCorp
• Coliban Water
• Icon	Water

• Optus
• Australia	Post
• BHP
• PwC	Australia
• Universities
• Qantas
• Volunteering	Australia
• The	Commonwealth	Bank

• EPA	(Vic,	NSW)
• Visy
• The	Tangaroa Blue	

Foundation
• Local	Governments

Figure 3. An SDG led ISM with examples of responsible sectors and stakeholders 
 



Figure 4. A Framework for ISM Adoption.  

IWM Process and Outputs  Enabling qualities for a SDG led approach to ISM 
IWM State Planning 
Framework   

 

• Provides a consolidated state-wide vision and framework for Identifying 
shared outcomes and driving innovation between stakeholders.  

• Demonstrates the value for adopting an IWM (or ISM) approach 
• Provides a framework for coordination and engagement including 

adaptive governance and capacity building resources. 

Reference Body established 
to align and reform state 
planning and regulatory 
processes. 

• Provides an enabling context for innovation adoption via alignment with 
existing state planning regulations.  

• High-level Reference Group established to oversee and guide policy 
reform to overcome regulatory barriers 

• Encourages place-based service level settings to suit contextual 
characteristics and test innovative planning and regulatory measures 

• Requires organisation to have a good understanding of their own 
systems and non-integrated servicing requirements and approaches 

Adaptive governance 
(Forums, Working Groups and 
Plans) for harnessing place-
based priorities and 
opportunities. 

  

• Creates a shared vision for management at a defined geographical scale  
• Develops a coordinated pathway to achieve the vision, including 

identifying and prioritising projects  
• Facilitates enduring collaborations in water (or sustainable) management 

planning across organisations, sectors and disciplines  
• Supports ongoing coordinated planning and delivery of priority projects  
• Ensure community and traditional owner values are represented  
• Identifies drivers and barriers to efficient project delivery  
• Ensure investment in projects is optimised to deliver multiple benefits 

and best community value solutions. 
Alignment of organisational 
strategies and business 
planning to IWM Framework. 

 

• Individual organisational arrangements, systems and business planning 
processes are oriented to recognise and account for the outcomes and 
opportunities of other organisations. 

• Co-investment in planning, design and implementation for greater 
sustainability, liveability and resilience outcomes at a greater economic 
efficiency. 

• Siloed or “business as usual” outcomes have greater economic integrity 
through collaborative planning and evaluation processes. 

• Areas of ambiguity and multi-stage accountability are more effectively 
and efficiently addressed. 

Capacity building and support 
for embedding collaborative 
planning and guiding IWM 
Process. 
 
 
 
 

•  Capacity-building body support stakeholders in behavioral and technical 
elements of IWM (ISM). 

• Extensive toolbox provides guidance and support in integrative planning 
and implementation processes 

• Co-developed tools and initiatives with key stakeholders to ensure 
varying experiences and capabilities are accommodated 

• Includes training (technical and leadership), channels for information 
sharing, networking events and development of tools and guidance. 

• Facilitated by lead capacity building organisations for improved 
facilitation of knowledge sharing, network building and leadership and 
operational capability for IWM. 
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Part 3: Advancing the SDGs

3.2 Next steps for individual water utilities

While each utility will have a different focus and 
circumstances, the process to move forward is the same. 
The following three step process can assist water utilities 

3.3 Reporting on progress

The water industry generates shared value with governments 
at national, state, territory and local government levels. Recent 
national reform initiatives offer an opportunity to integrate 
SDGs into the framework for shared value generation. The 
integration of the SDGs can be through aligned industry 
reporting, and integration of SDGs into planning. 

Water utilities measure performance under the National 
Performance Report (NPR), a requirement under the 
National Water Initiative (NWI). Some indicators for 
measures of population served by clean water and 
sanitation align between the NPR and the SDGs. There 
are many complementary but not identical SDG indicators 
which could better show not only performance but value of 
water utilities activities. 

Aligning performance indicators to the SDGs enables the 
industry to more clearly demonstrate value. Australian 
water utilities can lead by example by developing metrics, 
methods and techniques for measuring the contribution 

to build on their understanding, embed the Goals into their 
organisational planning and strategies, and monitor their 
contribution. The SDG Compass is another tool that provides 
guidance on how a business can align their strategies as well 
as measure and manage their contribution.

to the SDGs in general and particularly SDG 6. Measuring 
contribution with the SDG framework enables the industry 
to move from reporting costs to reporting value generated.

The Australian Government has announced it will present 
its first Voluntary National Review (VNR) at the 2018 High 
Level Political Forum, the central platform for follow-up and 
review of the SDGs. The voluntary reviews...

“...aim to facilitate the sharing of experiences, including 
successes, challenges and lessons learned, with a 
view to accelerating the implementation of the 2030 
Agenda. The VNRs also seek to strengthen policies 
and institutions of governments and to mobilize 
multi-stakeholder support and partnerships for the 
implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals.”
UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs

Melbourne Water and Yarra Valley Water have already 
committed to reporting publicly each year on progress in 
supporting the Global Compact and the SDGs. 

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

 • Map the SDGs against activities and operations
 • Consider what measurements are already in 
place which align to SDG targets and indicators

 • Prioritise focus areas
 • Communicate with stakeholders and 
customers so they understand the role of 
water utilities in the SDGs

 • Determine roles and responsibilities and 
measures of success.

 • Report on progress
 • Assess any changes needed as projects 
are completed

 • Consider new projects and activities and 
their contribution to the SDGs

 • Look for gaps and opportunities.

PREPARE AND COMMIT
Undergo an internal education 
process with the organisation  
to understand the SDGs.

ASSESS AND EMBED
Assess how current utility activities and 
operations contribute to the SDGs.

MONITOR AND REVIEW
Report against and review 
indicators identified as relevant 
(existing or new).

Actions Actions Actions

 • Understand any internal and external 
barriers

 • Gather relevant documents  
and examples

 • Engage with internal management  
about the benefits and impacts. 
For example, you might ask: How 
does our business interact with global 
supply chains and can we enhance 
our practices? Where are we leading in 
water and sanitation practices and can 
we share with others? Can we better 
promote sustainable production and 
consumption to our customers? Who can 
we partner with and learn from as we 
start the journey to advance the SDGs?

Establish Develop Implement

Reform Review Report

ISM	Regional	Forums
Key	sector	and	community	
representatives	participate	in	
ISM	Forums	to	establish	regional	
SDG	targets	and	indicators.	
Through	these	collaborative	
planning	processes	a	vision	and	
priorities	are	established	to	
guide	implementation.

Policy	advocacy	(via	ISM	
Reference	group)	for	legislative	
commitment	to	ISM	Process

Tools/Modelling	for	
Quantification	of	SGDs	to	
Regional	or	local	scales

ISM	Regional	
Forum

ISM	Working	Group

Integrated	Sustainable	
Development	Opportunities

Cross-sectoral	working	group	
established	to	develop	
objectives,	place	based	
outcomes	and	service	levels	that	
respond	to	regional	SDG	targets,	
indicators	and		priorities.	
Working	group	reports	to	Forum	
on	Sustainable	Development	
opportunities	and	
implementation	progress,	
challenges	and	enabling	
requirements

State	policy	guidance	and	
regulatory	alignment	for	ISM	
planning	and	implementation.	
(via	ISM	Reference	Group)

Industry	capacity	building	for	
integrated	planning	and	project	
facilitation

Socio-ecological	evaluations	
framework		(Economic,	Social	
and	Environmental	evaluation)	
to	quantify	project	contribution	
to	SDG	Indicators	and	targets.

Technical	and	economic	
analysis	for	allocation	of	costs	
and	responsibilities	to	guide	
organisational		business	case	
development	and	align	to	state	
planning	frameworks	(where	
suited).

Participating	Stakeholders
Organisations	incorporate	
regional	ISM	objectives,	
outcomes	and	service	levels	
into	their	own	planning	and	
operational	strategies	and	
systems.	SDGs	guide	“business	
as	usual”	processes	through	a	
Commit,	Embed	and	Monitor
approach	aligned	to	the	wider	
ISM	framework.	

Executive	(Inc.	Board	or	
Councilors)	
endorsement

Alignment	of	
institutional	roles	and	
processes	to	support	
integrated	planning	and	
management	between	
sectors

Tools/Frameworks	and	
guidelines	for	business	
case	development,	and	
reporting	of	shared	
investment	initiatives.

(WSAA	2017)



In this approach, The SDGs would replace IWM 
Outcomes as the coordinating framework for 
integration. For their adoption ISM Regional 
Forums comprising industry/sector leaders and key 
stakeholders would oversee a vision setting 
exercise in which key sustainable development 
priorities are determined and an implementation 
pathway defined, through the establishment of 
scaled SDG Targets and Indicators to regional, 
catchment or localised settings. As with similar 
modelling processes to quantify IWM Outcomes 
(eg. The Water Sensitive Cities Index (CRCWSC 
2018)), SDG targets and indicators would undergo 
a similar process to determine their regional 
specificity consistent with State, National and/or 
Global Frameworks. As with IWM a high-level 
Reference Group may seek to align and embed 
ISM processes at a policy or legislative level (as 
was achieved for IWM in the Water for Victoria Plan 
(DELWP 2016)) to guide cross-sectoral processes 
and SDG commitment. 
 
For each region ISM Working Groups (assembled 
by Regional Forums with managerial level 
representatives from each ISM partner) would be 
established to oversee the “Development” process 
of ISM. This is where regional objectives (eg. terms 
of reference), place based outcomes and service 
levels would be planned and implemented to guide 
integrated contributions to regional sustainable 
development targets and indicators. In similarity to 
IWM evaluative initiatives, both newly identified and 
existing ISM opportunities would be analysed 
through an evaluation framework to measure their 
potential contribution to SDG outcomes and 
economic viability (DELWP 2017). While existing 
planning frameworks may serve to regulate 
stakeholder responsibilities and investment 
contributions for many projects (particularly 
“business as usual” options), it is likely that new 
opportunities with integrated co-investment 
requirements will extend beyond existing 
governance and regulatory arrangements (eg. 
Water-energy related initiatives that fall outside 
existing governance frameworks (Kenyway et al 
2016)). Reference Group advocacy for enabling 
regulatory and policy drivers, cross sector capacity 
building, industry guidelines and tools for 
supporting integrated business case development 
and investment will be integral for these processes.  
 
The implementation of ISM Plans and opportunities 
developed by ISM Working groups remains the 
responsibility of participating organisations and 
stakeholders. Therefore, its success is linked to 
regular organisational investment processes- such 
as endorsement by boards and councils- and both 
existing and potentially new institutional roles and 
processes to support ISM outcomes within 
organisations. As IWM experiences demonstrate, 
organisational tools frameworks and guiding 
documents will be required to assist in the 
embedding of ISM objectives, outcomes and 

service levels in the corporate, strategic and 
operational systems of participating organisations. 
Leading State Government agencies and capacity 
building bodies similar to Clearwater and WSAA 
may play an integral role in these processes 
(DELWP 2017).  

Through an incorporation of ISM objectives, 
outcomes and processes, regional SDG targets and 
indicators would form the basis of ‘business as 
usual’ planning and operations for water authorities 
and other organisations. Through this framework, 
ISM stakeholders are able to more robustly track 
and measure their contribution to the SDGs, and 
optimise sustainable development outcomes for 
their jurisdictions and regions through a wider 
coordinated effort. Importantly the “Report, Review 
and Reform” component of the ISM framework 
ensures an adaptive governance process- as used 
in IWM planning- to ensure regions are continually 
adapting to respond to present and future needs 
and reprioritising processes and objectives to 
embrace new opportunities (DELWP 2017; WSAA 
2017).  

CONCLUSION 

The Australian water sector has made considerable 
progresses in sustainable development, through 
extending management practices and outcomes to 
deliver co-benefits for liveability, resilience and 
productivity. This, in part, has been facilitated by 
leading initiatives in IWM policy and practice which 
have provided an essential enabling context for the 
water sector and their stakeholders to champion 
these outcomes. Despite these progresses, a 
broader integrated approach that could optimise 
these outcomes by extending initiatives beyond the 
current siloes of individual sectors has been limited.   
 
Notably the recent groundswell of activity across 
many sectors (including the water sector) towards 
SDG based initiatives presents the opportunity to 
consolidate a wider systematic coordination under a 
common dialogue and framework. However, the 
ambiguity of universal targets and indicators, 
complex institutional processes and the lack of 
enabling policy contexts, governance frameworks 
and organisational guidance are challenges that 
must be overcome for an SDG led ISM to be viable.  
 
As we have demonstrated, the tools, frameworks, 
planning processes and corresponding capabilities 
of the water sector present much potential for the 
navigation of these complexities through a 
translation of IWM based initiatives and approaches 
for an ISM framework. While this brings with it 
challenges in the technical and practical translation 
of IWM to suit wider integrated contexts, water 
authorities nonetheless are uniquely positioned with 
the capacities to lead the charge for a broader 
integrated systems approach. Given the variability 
in progresses towards SDG adoption throughout 



the sector, a necessary next step will be a deeper 
understanding, coordination and guidance of 
engagement, planning, embedding and integrating 
processes for SDG uptake under an ISM lens.  
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