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Background

Wannon Water included a project to upgrade the 

Warrnambool Sewage Treatment Plant in the 2018-23 Price 

Submission. The upgrade is needed to address the capacity 

issues facing the plant, and to cater for future residential and 

industrial growth within the sewerage catchment.  

As part of the Price Submission process, we undertook a 

comprehensive stakeholder engagement process including a 

Stakeholder Reference Group, letterbox drop, active 

consultation with neighbouring recreation groups and drop-in 

sessions. Findings of the engagement process were 

incorporated into recommendations presented to the Board 

to make the decision to expand the plant at its current 

location. 

The illegal dumping of very small plastic resin pellets (known 

as nurdles) through the inlet screening and treatment plant 

and their subsequent spill into the ocean in 2017 highlighted 

the global problem of plastic pollution on beaches. This 

incident was the first of its kind in Australia and led Wannon 

Water to investigate improved sewage screening processes. 

As an immediate measure, and in addition to the existing 

inlet screens, two screens were installed at the outlet of the 

treatment plant (one fine screen and one coarse screen) to 

further reduce the likelihood of microplastics being 

discharged into the ocean mixing zone.

As a result of the nurdle incident in November 2017 and the 

broader issues of microplastics within sewage, we appointed 

consulting engineer GHD to help prepare a screening 

strategy consistent with increased community expectations 

around marine and coastal custodianship. 

The strategy adopts a pathway approach rather than a single 

solution, and presents technical options ranging from 0.5-

millimetre effluent screens to upgrading to an MBR process. 

The strategy was endorsed by the Board, with the 

recommendation that Wannon Water consult further to gain 

stakeholder opinion to inform our final decision.
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Engagement process

In developing the screening strategy, we engaged the community to understand their expectations 

around sewage screening performance. This was engagement was undertaken over several months 

and involved government regulators, the broader water industry and the local beach monitoring 

volunteers. This included meetings, briefings, conferences and community workshops.

Once the strategy was designed, we undertook a two-phase engagement with the following objective:

To inform and educate our community on the screening strategy, and to gain feedback from 

our stakeholders to inform our final decision. 

Stakeholders included the broad community, regulators and industry.

The two phases of engagement were: 

• A series of briefings; and 

• A community information session.
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Engagement findings -
briefings

Briefings were undertaken in July 2019 by executive level Wannon Water officers and 
senior management. 

Briefings were offered to stakeholders in the authorising environment, political 
representatives and the regulatory environment and were accompanied by an information 
sheet and updated project page on the Wannon Water website. 

Generally, the information was: 

• Received positively and the proposed approach supported;

• Understood with a reasonable level of technical comprehension; 

• Discussed in the context of the economic impact of the project for Warrnambool and the 
region; and

• Discussed in the context of the environmental outcomes as well as the impact on 
customers’ bills. 
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Engagement findings –
community session

An information session for interested members of the community was held at 
Wannon Water to ‘deep dive’ into the material. 

The screening strategy executive summary report was made available for pre-
reading prior to the session through the Wannon Water website. 

The session was well attended by a broad cross-section of community sectors 
comprising a number of Warrnambool City Council representatives (including the 
CEO and Mayor), senior Deakin University academics, Birdlife Australia, Good Will 
Nurdle Hunting, Coastcare/Landcare and other environmental groups. 

The format of the evening was a presentation of the history of the plant, the 
screening strategy itself, followed by a question and answer session. All questions 
were recorded in front of the attendees and addressed through the course of the 
session, with comments and feedback taken. 
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Themes

Some clear themes were apparent from the questions raised: 

• Screening specifics - the operational function of the proposed screening, how it 

compares to the current screens at the Warrnambool Sewage Treatment Plant, and the 

level of screening used in other plants around Australia; 

• The role and responsibility of various levels of government - in managing, funding 

and authorising sewage outfalls in Australia; and 

• The role and responsibility of the Environmental Protection Authority (EPA) - and its 

licensing conditions.

After the session, we invited community submissions addressing the strategy. 

A detailed discussion of the themes and issues raised through the feedback process is 

listed in the following pages.
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Questions/feedback specific to the 
proposed screening technology

Have you been overly 

conservative in not going 

to the 0.5 mm screen? 
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The proposed technology has not been installed in any 

other sewage treatment plant in Australia. While this will 

set a new standard for the industry, we acknowledge that 

the proposed solution is untested in Australia and this is 

one of the challenges in setting new standards of 

performance. 

The proposed one-millimetre band screen (option 2) on 

the outlet of the plant is expected to deliver a higher 

standard of screening than was present before the 

nurdle event, with fewer operational issues than the 

current manual screen. The 0.5–1mm screen (option 3) 

has operational risks and high cost uncertainties 

associated with it. 

We are therefore proposing a cautious approach to 

upgrading the screening and will continue to review the 

screening efficacy and the best screening solutions for 

the future. The process will be assessed, documented 

and actively shared with the water industry and the 

community as the project evolves.

While Wannon Water’s sewage treatment plants are not 

designed to receive and treat stormwater (as in the 

United Kingdom), anomalies in the network do exist. 

These include illegal connections and leaking pipes. We 

have an ongoing program to address such anomalies 

but some stormwater egress does occur during storms. 

Sewage treatment plants are also not designed to 

handle fats and oils entering the system from businesses 

and other customers who illegally discharge them down 

the sewer drain. The prevention mechanism for this is to 

stop them entering the plant in the first instance. Trade 

waste customers must seek prior approval from Wannon 

Water before discharging any trade waste to the 

sewerage system and operate under an approved 

agreement. We monitor trade waste customers to 

ensure they meet their responsibilities. 

Despite these preventative actions, we do get fat, grease 

and oils in the sewerage system, which requires regular 

cleaning. These also enter the sewage treatment plant.

The proposed new screens are designed to capture non-

biodegradable waste that makes its way through the 

treatment system. Once operational and tested we will 

also be able to determine how effective the screens are 

in capturing fat.
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Questions/feedback around the capacity 
and function of the current screens and 
sewage treatment plant

How much material 

is being collected 

from the screens 

monthly?
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We are confident that the fine screen is working as 

designed to capture remnant nurdles and other non-

biodegradable waste that may pass through the inlet 

screens. 

Over a 10-month period following the installation of the 

fine screen, the majority of material collected by these 

screens has been organic, with a minimal amount of 

other waste, including:

• Fats

• Fruit stickers

• Cotton buds

• Nurdles

• Other small plastics

• Sanitary products.

The fine screen is manually removed and cleaned at 

least once a day. It also has to be removed for short 

periods during high-flow events such as storms. This is 

infrequent and helps mitigate against sewage overflows.

Since the nurdle event, the septage drop-off procedure 

has been modified to more strictly monitor the drop-off of 

septage. 

Further improvements to the monitoring process will be 

put in place as part of the treatment plant upgrade. 

In consultation with GHD, and following a review of 

screening infrastructure at the 129 ocean outfalls in 

Australia, we have now identified a best-practice, 

permanent outlet screening solution prior to the treated 

water being discharged to the ocean mixing zone. This 

is in addition to the inlet screening improvements 

already planned as part of the original treatment plant 

upgrade project.

Wannon Water also operates ocean outlets at the 

treatment plants in Port Fairy and Portland. The 

screening equipment at these plants is different to the 

system currently installed at Warrnambool. Risk 

assessments of both sites have determined that the 

need for additional screening is not necessary. However, 

the new screens installed at Warrnambool will be 

monitored and evaluated to determine if a similar system 

can be incorporated as part of future upgrades at our 

other plants with ocean outfalls.
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Role of community data in 
decision making 
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Wannon Water recognises the high interest and capacity within our local community for 

monitoring levels of beach plastic debris. The community data and other data sources were 

reviewed to identify the technological options applicable to the screening strategy. The data 

review included: 

• A review of the treatment solutions used at the 129 other ocean outfalls in Australia;  

• Emerging trends and solutions in practice in industry;

• The significant community data presented at Clean Oceans Collective workshops and 

other meetings attended by Wannon Water representatives;

• Monitoring of the beach and mixing zone;

• Social media, media reports; and

• Monitoring material captured over 10 months through the existing effluent screen. 

These factors, along with the operational history of the plant, helped inform the proposed 

technical solutions and their appropriateness for the plant in Warrnambool.  
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Role of government and the regulatory 
environment in addressing the marine 
plastic issue
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Wannon Water maintains an active role in 

lobbying and raising awareness around 

nurdles and other non-biodegradable 

materials and their impact on the treatment 

system, and the environment as a whole.

We support all efforts that advance 

research and awareness of micro plastics 

and contaminants in the sewage treatment 

system. We exercise this through our 

involvement with the Australian Water 

Association, VicWater and the Water 

Services Association of Australia.  We are 

particularly supportive of the industry’s 

actions in developing national standards 

around what is ‘flushable’.  

We are also committed to a regional 

approach by supporting the Clean Oceans 

Collective and actively promoting public 

awareness campaigns about what not to 

flush down the toilet or drain. These 

emphasise that only the three Ps – Pee, 

Poo and (loo) Paper – should be flushed 

down the toilet and encourages people to 

Be Clever, Never Ever flush non-

biodegradable objects.  

At all times Wannon Water operates within 

the requirements of our EPA licence, and 

maintains regular communication with the 

regulatory authorities to ensure compliance.
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2016 upgrade engagement and 
other treatment options

What level of 

comprehension did 

participants in the 

Stakeholder 

Reference Group 

have about impacts 

to marine 

environment?
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We first commissioned a study in late 2015 to 

investigate ways to cater for a future increase in 

sewage volumes. 

An extensive report detailed 14 options ranging 

between a cost of $30 million and $120 million. 

All options were subjected to rigorous analysis 

by Wannon Water, engineering consultants and 

an independent Stakeholder Reference Group 

(SRG).

The SRG received extensive background 

materials to help make an informed decision on 

the options, which were discussed in depth 

through two deliberative forums.

It is important to note that not all treated water at 

the Warrnambool Sewage Treatment Plant is 

sent to ocean outfall. Some is reused at the 

screening plant and belt press within the plant, 

offsetting the need for the use of drinking water.

The high salt levels of the trade waste entering 

the plant means the subsequent treated water is 

also salty and not suitable for recycling and 

application on agricultural land or other activities.  

Removing this salt would require highly 

expensive and energy-intensive treatment 

infrastructure, such as a reverse osmosis 

treatment system. 

The preferred solution - upgrading the existing 

plant - was based on balancing environmental 

and social impacts, technical considerations, 

capital and operational costs, and impact on 

customer bills.

The SRG weighted environmental 

considerations higher than all other factors, 

which helped inform the preferred option.
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Screening Strategy Engagement 
Evaluation
Attendees were deeply engaged in the material, and showed a considerable level 

of technical understanding and comprehension. 

There does remain limited understanding around some aspects of Wannon Water’s 

core business (i.e. stormwater, fluoridated compounds in the environment, license 

conditions with EPA).  

A more significant trend is the community’s expectation around Wannon Water’s 

capacity and influence in the global environmental issue of plastic marine debris. 

The attendee evaluation was extremely positive about the session, with a number 

of attendees recording strong confidence in our approach to the screening strategy, 

the technical solutions and the way in which we have communicated the process 

with the community.  
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Was this session a worthwhile 
use of your time?
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Feedback from participants

Willingness 

to take 

questions

The community should have been 

brought in earlier for discussion 

about the screening strategy before 

decisions were already made
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Follow-up comments

Following the community session we received two emails providing 

further feedback or seeking clarification on technical points.

One email in particular gave pointed feedback on the strategy, and 

expressed dissatisfaction with some technical aspects, and the role of 

the community in the decision-making process.

The email listed in detail the beach clean-up data being collected by 

volunteers and community groups since 2017, and questioned the 

Warrnambool Sewage Treatment Plant’s role in the presence of cotton 

buds, sewage grease balls and other marine debris on Shelly Beach 

in particular.  
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Summary

Key observations from the engagement process are: 

• There is a high level of support for Wannon Water’s approach to 
improving screening performance; the methodology used to 
work through that process; and for the way in which it has been 
communicated and shared with the community proactively.

• There continues to be some community representatives who do 
not have confidence in the proposed new automated outlet 
screening improvement, and object to the impact of sewage 
outfalls on the marine environment. 


