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Our story of sustainability 
 
 
Goulburn Valley water recognises that water authorities throughout Australia are experiencing a period of rapid 
change. This change is being brought about by circumstances such as protracted drought, increasing competition 
for water, globalisation of commodity markets, ageing rural populations and increasing urbanisation. These 
factors have significant implications for the sustainability of natural resources, regional communities and 
organisations within all regions of Australia.  
 
If we are to continue to be an innovative, successful water authority, Goulburn Valley Water will certainly need to 
ensure that we are responding and adapting to these changes. But another important driver underpins our actions.  
We want to play a part in actively creating and maintaining a region we truly want to live and work within – now 
and into the future.  We believe that achieving this desire will require us to incorporate sustainability principles 
into the way we do business at all levels. The purpose of this Sustainability Action Plan is to clearly state the 
sustainability goals and commitments that will drive our business decisions, and to anchor them with concrete 
actions for us to achieve our aims. 
 
Goulburn Valley Water understands that driving sustainability is as much about improving the efficiency and 
relevance of our internal business as it is about achieving desirable regional futures. For this reason, the 
sustainability goals, commitments and actions in this Plan relate to both the internal and external contexts that we 
operate within, and attempt to integrate them in a way that all staff can relate to and use over time.  
 
Finally, we understand that a commitment to sustainability is a commitment to promote, adapt to, and harness the 
opportunities that arise from change over the long term. While some initiatives can be achieved immediately, this 
Sustainability Action Plan also recognises that it will require time for many of our goals to be achieved. This 
commitment requires the understanding, willingness and inspiration of all staff toward achieving our aim – to 
collaboratively shape regional and resource futures. 
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Sustainability 
 
 
What is sustainability? 
The terms ‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable development’ are often used interchangeably, yet they have different 
meanings that are worth distinguishing.   
 
Sustainability is an aspiration for the future state of the world and its inhabitants. It reflects a broadly held desire 
for everyone on Earth to enjoy a good standard of living within a healthy and productive natural environment. It is 
also an acknowledgement that our traditional methods of economic and societal development have degraded the 
natural resources and ecosystems upon which we depend.  
 
It is virtually impossible to achieve a specific definition of sustainability to which people will generally subscribe. 
This is because of differences in personal values and aspirations, societal cultures and political systems, and vast 
gaps in our knowledge. For this reason, it is equally improbable that we could define the ‘rules of sustainable 
development’. A more useful way of conceiving sustainability is therefore in terms of sustaining the health and 
integrity of systems – human (social, economic, political) and natural systems – to provide the services and 
resources required to meet the needs of current and future generations. 
 
What is sustainable development? 
Sustainable development is the means by which we aim to achieve sustainability. The World Commission on 
Environment and Development (1987) defined sustainable development as that “which meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” It is a process of change 
in which human development, exploitation of resources, the direction of investments, the reorientation of 
technology development, and institutional change are all in harmony and enhance both current and future 
potential to meet human needs and aspirations. Fundamental to the achievement of this goal is the recognition of 
the interdependence of the environment and economy. 
   
It is generally agreed that sustainable development involves adherence to the following principles: 

 protecting, maintaining and restoring natural ecosystems; 
 living within the capacity of natural ecosystems to generate ‘services’ and assimilate wastes; 
 reducing our dependency on non-renewable resources and increasing the use of renewables; 
 maximising the efficiency of use, reuse and recycling of raw materials and manufactured products; 
 maintaining economically and socially robust communities and providing for equity within and between 

generations; 
 sharing the benefits of economic development in an efficient, fair and responsible way to improve the well-

being of individuals and communities; and 
 taking a precautionary approach to actions and the use of technology, cognisant of potential consequences, 

risks and uncertainties. 
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Our position on sustainability 
 
 
Many organisations have sustainability as just one of a number of problems to be addressed. However, Goulburn 
Valley Water has moved significantly beyond sustainability being a task to be delegated. GVW recognises that 
the concept of sustainability actually encompasses and integrates a wide range of issues. This recognition brings 
a new and richer perspective to the challenges being faced by GVW. However change also brings opportunity, 
which is something that GVW will not overlook in its sustainability endeavours.  
 
Our policy on sustainability 
Goulburn Valley Water understands that the sustainability and vitality of our regional industries and communities, 
water resources and natural environment are all intrinsically linked. We believe that to remain a viable, valued 
and important corporate member of the community, we must provide essential water services to meet changing 
consumer needs in a way that also contributes to the sustainability of the region as a whole, ensuring that it 
remains the place where we want to live and work. While we recognise that the task is not simple, we also believe 
the benefits of acting now are significant. The opportunity clearly exists to: 

 inspire and shape new economic and regional development,  
 secure a range of water sources to support future development while protecting the environment,  
 optimise the long-run investment in water infrastructure and operations, and 
 develop innovative water systems and business solutions that are transferable elsewhere. 

 
To this end, the Board and executive management team of GVW have worked together to explore the concept of 
sustainability in the local context and its implications for the business, and in doing so, have established an 
exciting and compelling future direction for GVW. Our Sustainability Policy is: 
 

GVW – collaboratively shaping regional and resource futures 
Goulburn Valley Water will operate collaboratively within a total community context to foster and shape 
regional development and resource management, taking account of environmental, social and financial 
factors.  
In doing so we will pursue the following goals: 
Goal 1  –  Ensuring ongoing organisational relevance and effectiveness 
Goal 2  –  Ongoing improvement in business efficiency 
Goal 3  –  Minimising the environmental footprint 
Goal 4  –  Delivering integrated community benefits 
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The structure of this Plan 
 
 
Four Goals and thirteen commitments 
No organisation exists in isolation. All organisations have a number of relationships with the external environment 
– customers, suppliers, regulators, markets and the natural environment.  Indeed, any organisation affects and is 
affected by the outside world. In a sustainability sense, the nature of these relationships is important. GVW’s 
goals for sustainability reflect the key aspects of those relationships that need to be considered: 

 Ensuring ongoing organisational relevance – ensuring that the business and the services or products it 
produces remain relevant to the changing needs and expectations of citizens and customers over time. 

 Ongoing improvement in business efficiency – the role of an organisation is to fulfil its purpose (as may 
be determined by its Board and Executive Management or by government as owner) in the most cost-
efficient manner possible. 

 Minimising the environmental footprint – minimising its take of natural resources and raw materials 
needed to conduct its business (using renewable resources or recycled materials wherever possible), and 

 Delivering integrated community benefits – conducting business in a socially and environmentally 
responsible manner. 

For GVW to be operating in a sustainable way, we need to be mindful of our internal and (increasingly complex) 
external environment, both now and as it may emerge in the future. As for most organisations, this requires the 
development of some new management and operational competencies and more careful strategy development, 
which is what GVW is working to achieve. 
 
The commitments that are being implemented by GVW are presented within this Plan under the four goals 
described above which reflect the characteristics of the sustainable organisation that Goulburn Valley Water 
aspires to be.  
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How to use this plan 
The tables that follow outline the series of commitments that have been made to implement GVW’s policy on 
sustainability, and the associated priority actions.  An integrated, systemic view has been used in identifying and 
describing the commitments that have been made. Where relationships exist between the commitments (that is, 
one commitment assists in delivering another) they are illustrated below.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ing 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
All members of the Board and staff of GVW have a role to play in implementing these actions. Some of the 
actions are geared specifically to providing advice and support to staff, making it clear how the policy and actions 
can be most effectively implemented. However, in addition to the actions, it is important to remain mindful of the 
principles of sustainable development (set out on page 5) that should be reflected in all decisions and activities.  
 
The actions will be implemented progressively, and this plan will be reviewed and updated annually to ensure it 
remains relevant, builds upon success and lessons learnt, and ensures that investment is well targeted. 
 
 
 

1.1 – Enhancing 
GVW’s strategic 

capability 

1.3 – Embracing 
innovation 

1.2 – Engendering a 
culture of 

sustainability at GVW 

4.1 – Active  
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leadership 

4.3 – Supporting  
water cycle partners 

4.2 – Building 
community water 

literacy 

3.2 – Procuring 
sustainable products 

and services 

3.3 – Working 
towards carbon 

neutrality 

1.4 – Influencing 
regulators 

3.1 – Integrated 
Water Management 

GOAL 1 
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and effectiveness 

GOAL 3 
Minimising the 

environmental footprint 

GOAL 4 
Delivering integrated 
community benefits 

2.2 – Optimising  
the staff mix and 

deployment 

2.1 – Optimising 
operational  

systems 

2.3 – Enhanced 
 performance 
monitoring  

GOAL 2 
Ongoing improvement  
in business efficiency 
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Goal 1 – Ensuring ongoing organisational relevance and effectiveness 
  
The commitments under Goal 1 focus on strengthening Goulburn Valley Water’s strategic capability and sustainability of the business, translating the insights and outcomes of its strategic 
thinking and planning into the knowledge and capability of staff and business partners with the aim of delivering enhanced water services and resource management, now and in the future.  
 

   Year, commencing 2007/08 
Commitment Action Resources 1 2 3 4 5 5-10 10-20 
1.1 – Enhancing GVW’s strategic capability 
To enhance or access the capability to undertake strategic 
thinking and to translate that into strategic forward planning, 
so that the organisation is well placed to lead thinking in 
strategic initiatives with business partners.  

1.1.1 Further develop our framework and approach to 
incorporate this Sustainability Action Plan into the 
corporate strategic planning process within GVW.  
1.1.2  Establish responsibilities and procedures to keep 
abreast of emerging environmental, social, market, 
political and technological trends, including regular 
reporting mechanisms. 
1.1.3 Ensure that the organisation is responsive and 
adaptive to changes identified at Action 1.1.2. 

        

1.2 – Engendering a culture of sustainability at GVW 
To achieve a high level of awareness and commitment 
amongst GVW staff to fostering sustainability through their 
operational roles, decisions, and interaction with regulators, 
development partners and customers. 

1.2.1  Review existing policies and modify to ensure 
alignment with the Sustainability Policy and principles. 
1.2.2  Assess all projects and operations against TBL 
criteria (refer to Action 2.3.1). 
1.2.3  Develop and implement a staff awareness and 
cultural change program demonstrating the corporate 
commitment to sustainability and their role in its 
implementation.  
1.2.4  Actively pursue sustainability and other awards 
to highlight the commitment and achievements of GVW 
with its partners.  

        

1.3 – Embracing innovation 
Actively seeking ways of improving the effectiveness and 
efficiency of business and operation systems by 
incorporating innovative approaches and technologies. 

To be delivered through Action 1.1.2. 
1.3.1  Annually workshop business opportunities 
arising from focus on sustainable business practices, 
adapting to change and scanning of emerging trends 
and technologies. 

        

1.4 – Influencing regulators 
Influencing regulatory environment through water industry 
and regional associations to invest in and promote ongoing 
regional development and wise use of the region’s natural 
resources. 

1.4.1  Advance the outcomes of the Regional Futures 
Forum (Action 4.1.1) by the involvement of the Board 
and management with regulators. 
1.4.2  Actively pursue opportunities with regulators to 
use regulatory policies and instruments to achieve 
sustainable outcomes. 
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Goal 2 – Ongoing improvement in business efficiency 
 
Goal 2 commitments and actions are designed to support the ongoing improvement in the efficiency of GVW’s business operations, by enhancing the organisational structure, systems and 
procedures to make more efficient use of the available human, financial and physical resources in meeting changing customer and regional needs over time.  
 

   Year, commencing 2007/08 
Commitment Action Resources 1 2 3 4 5 5-10 10-20 
2.1 – Optimising operational systems 
Regular review and enhancement of operations and business 
systems to achieve improvements in efficiency and short- 
and long-run cost effectiveness of service delivery. 

2.1.1  Optimise investment by reflecting regional 
growth scenarios and sustainability principles in the 20 
year cap-ex plan. 
2.1.2  Streamline business systems to support more 
efficient business practices.  
2.1.3  Review and optimise the operational efficiency of 
current delivery and treatment systems.  

        

2.2 – Optimising the staff mix and deployment 
To review and modify the organisational structure and 
recruitment practices to ensure that GVW accesses the 
skilled resources to meet the emerging business needs. 

2.2.1  Further develop and regularly update the 
Authority’s strategy for accessing and retaining human 
resources (e.g. recruitment, partnering, alliances, 
employee learning and development). 
2.2.2  Regularly review the organisational structure to 
ensure it supports the effective deployment of staff and 
resources. 

        

2.3 – Enhanced performance monitoring 
To enhance GVW’s current monitoring and measuring 
systems to assist ongoing improvement in business 
performance and the delivery of sustainability outcomes 
consistent with GVW’s operating policies. 

2.3.1  Assess and determine the most appropriate 
sustainability measuring, decision support and 
reporting tools for GVW. 
2.3.2  Review the performance monitoring and 
evaluation systems against operating policies to ensure 
information is available to support continual business 
improvement. 
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Goal 3 – Minimising the environmental footprint 
 
The commitments and actions under Goal 3 aim to achieve an improvement in the effectiveness and efficiency in the management and use of resources over time, to reduce the net impact 
of Goulburn Valley Water’s operations on the environment while maintaining a high standard of service in delivering water services to its customers. It also involves GVW leveraging its 
purchasing power to improve the sustainability of products and services provided by its suppliers, consultants and contractors.  
 

   Year, commencing 2007/08 
Commitment Action Resources 1 2 3 4 5 5-10 10-20 
3.1 – Integrated Water Management  
To integrate planning and implementation of regional 
development with water cycle management to achieve 
effective stewardship of water while also fulfilling essential 
environmental water requirements. 

3.1.1  Incorporate the principles of this Action Plan in  
developing the Water Supply Demand Strategy. 
3.1.2  Actively participate in the development of the 
Northern SWS taking account of the Water Supply 
Demand Strategy and ensuring it supports integrated 
water cycle management. 
3.1.3  Articulate the business case to vigorously defend 
the current Bulk Water Entitlement. 
3.1.4  Continue to foster cleaner production principles 
with major customers. 
3.1.5  Work proactively with catchment partners to 
target investment to protect and improve the quality 
and availability of raw water sources. 
3.1.6 Minimise impacts of waste products with the aim 
of converting to resources wherever practicable. 

        

3.2 – Procuring sustainable products and services 
To commit to an integrated, holistic approach to sustainability 
by using purchasing power to ‘green the supply chain’. 

3.2.1  Modify current purchasing arrangements 
throughout GVW’s supply chain to strengthen demand 
for sustainable resource and material inputs. 
3.2.2  Review and adjust project briefs and 
specification templates to require consultants and 
contractors to deliver services in line with GVW’s 
sustainability policy and principles. 

        

3.3 – Working towards carbon neutrality 
To substantially reduce GVW’s greenhouse gas emissions 
with a long-term goal of carbon neutrality.  

3.3.1  Identify appropriate and cost-effective 
mechanisms to pursue carbon neutrality (in the context 
of current pricing policies).  
3.3.2  Continually review carbon credits and other 
means of achieving returns from carbon emission 
reductions. 
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Goal 4 – Delivering integrated community benefits 
 
Goal 4 focuses on building the relationship between Goulburn Valley Water and its customers, suppliers, business partners and other stakeholders that play an important role in guiding and 
shaping future development of the region. GVW will assume a leadership role to build greater understanding of water management issues and collaboration to optimise the management and 
use of water for the benefit of the region.  
 

   Year, commencing 2007/08 
Commitment Action Resources 1 2 3 4 5 5-10 10-20 
4.1 – Active community leadership 
To use GVW’s organisational status and influence within the 
region to offer leadership in fostering regional development, 
vitality and sustainability. 

4.1.1  Initiate a Regional Futures Forum to engender 
collaborative action by regional stakeholders to 
envision and shape a prosperous regional future.  

        

4.2 – Building community water literacy 
To develop customer and community understanding of water 
management issues and challenges, so that they can 
participate effectively in water management and service 
delivery activities. 

4.2.1  Further develop the water education program to 
broaden community engagement and awareness of 
water management.  

        

4.3 – Supporting water cycle partners 
To forge a shared vision of the water futures in the region, 
fostering alignment of management and business objectives 
to achieve sustainable water management. 

4.3.1  Develop a plan to motivate, inform and achieve 
integrated water cycle management through both the 
individual and collaborative efforts with regional 
partners.  
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This plan was developed by the Board and executive management team of Goulburn Valley 
Water in collaboration with the Sustainable Futures team from Sinclair Knight Merz in 
Melbourne  (WC03668, November 2006). 

 

Photographs courtesy of the Official Library of Tourism Victoria (visionsofvictoria.com). Cover 
photographs (in order from left to right are) Victoria Park Lake, Shepparton; Nagambie 
township; and Houseboats on Lake Eildon.  
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