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Abstract 

Metropolitan governance is back on the agenda in Australia as cities continue to grow 

and dominate the economy as well as their surrounding regions. In some sectors, 

however, metropolitan governance is not new. Water resources have long been 

governed at a metropolitan scale, even if it has not been explicitly called so. This paper 

uses the example of water governance in South East Queensland (SEQ) to draw lessons 

for metropolitan-scale governance across Australia. It discusses why and how water 

governance in SEQ has become increasingly ‘metropolitan’, the advantages of this 

approach, and why it has also proved problematic. In particular, the findings of the 

research highlight how the approach in SEQ has been fragmented. The paper concludes 

by outlining recommendations for improving coordination and participation at the 

metropolitan scale. 

Keywords: governance; fragmentation; urban water management; drought; catchment 

management; water supply  
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governed at a metropolitan scale, even if it has not been explicitly called so. This paper 

uses the example of water governance in South East Queensland (SEQ) to draw lessons 

for metropolitan-scale governance across Australia. It discusses why and how water 

governance in SEQ has become increasingly ‘metropolitan’, the advantages of this 

approach, and why it has also proved problematic. In particular, the findings of the 

research highlight how the approach in SEQ has been fragmented. The paper concludes 

by outlining recommendations for improving coordination and participation at the 

metropolitan scale. 
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Introduction   

Metropolitan governance emerged in response to the growing urban areas across the world 

usually maintaining dispersed governance structures consisting of multiple local level 

administrations (Lefèvre 1998). As a result, political jurisdictions no longer match the 

patterns of urban material flows and socio-economic demands making planning problems that 

are best dealt with at a regional scale challenging (Dedekorkut-Howes 2014). Despite moves 

towards conglomeration most metropolitan areas in industrialised countries, including 

Australia, consist of numerous local governments (Ahrend, Gamper, and Schumann 2014; 

Tomlinson 2017; Davidson and Gleeson 2018).  

Nevertheless, there has been an increase in governance arrangements that operate at 

the metropolitan scale across the globe (Heinelt and Kubler 2005; Homsy and Warner 2015; 

Savitch and Adhikari 2017). At one extreme, in rare instances metropolitan government 
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amalgamates the many small local governments into a single large entity covering the 

metropolitan area (Lefèvre 1998; Tomlinson 2017). More common is the creation of 

organisations designed to improve coordination of policies across the metropolitan area, 

termed metropolitan governance or regionalism (Gleeson, Darbas, and Lawson 2004; 

Ahrend, Gamper, and Schumann 2014; Homsy and Warner 2015; Savitch and Adhikari 

2017). These organisations may be focused on a particular sector (e.g. transport or water) or 

they may be broad-based and operate as another tier of government with varying degrees of 

statutory power and democratic legitimacy. From a normative perspective, proponents have 

argued that metropolitan governance provides better outcomes including improving 

bureaucratic efficiency and creating more economic growth (Ahrend et al. 2014), creating 

more sustainable cities (Gleeson, Darbas, and Lawson 2004; Davidson and Arman 2014; 

Homsy and Warner 2015), responding to issues such as climate change (Nguyen, Davidson, 

and Gleeson 2018), improving planning outcomes (Davidson and Arman 2014; Burton 2017), 

addressing inequality (Cho, Hong Kim, and Kim 2019), and being more representative and 

legitimate (OECD 2001; Heinelt and Kubler 2005; Etherington and Jones 2009). For 

example, in the context of natural resource management, proponents of metropolitan 

governance argue that individual, smaller municipal governments will find it hard to justify 

and implement action on transboundary environmental issues such as catchment management 

because the impacts are felt downstream in another municipality.  

In Australia, where there are three tiers of government – Federal, State, and Local –, 

there has been an increasing focus on regional-scale coordination and cooperation especially 

around major urban centres (Abbott 2010) and recently calls for metropolitan governance are 

growing (Gleeson, Darbas, and Lawson 2004; Abbott 2010; Burton 2017; Tomlinson 2017; 

Steele 2019). At the city scale, with a single large local council Brisbane is often held as an 

example of metropolitan government. At the regional scale, due to its regional statutory 
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planning, the whole South East Queensland (SEQ) region exemplifies metropolitan 

governance of more than one urban area.  

There is little agreement on how to ensure metropolitan governance provides benefits. 

Studies have shown the productivity benefits of reducing fragmentation (Ahrend et al. 2014), 

improved outcomes in transport, environment, and sustainability (Homsy and Warner 2015), 

and limiting sprawl (Gleeson, Darbas, and Lawson 2004; Ahrend, Gamper, and Schumann 

2014). However, there are concerns about the legitimacy of metropolitan organisations 

(Savitch and Adhikari 2017; Jonas and Moisio 2018) as well as their ability to address 

inequality (Etherington and Jones 2009; Savitch and Adhikari 2017) and improve 

sustainability and planning (Davidson and Arman 2014; Burton 2017). Some argue that these 

organisations focus on improving the internal systems by streamlining and rationalising 

bureaucracy, with little or no focus on outcomes. Others suggest that the pursuit of 

metropolitan governance is largely driven by and supports a neoliberal globalisation agenda 

rather than benefiting the cities themselves (Scott 2001; Savitch and Adhikari 2017; Jonas 

and Moisio 2018). There is still a strong case for metropolitan governance; however, to 

achieve the expected benefits it is critical to learn from both successes and failures of this 

approach.       

This paper examines the governance of water resources in SEQ focusing on the 

following research questions: How and why has water governance become more 

‘metropolitan’? How effective have these changes been? The next section of the paper 

provides an overview of metropolitan governance focusing particularly on water governance 

in Australia. After a brief description of the methods and data used in this research, we 

examine the case study of SEQ through our research questions. We then discuss the 

implications of our findings for metropolitan governance in general and conclude with 

lessons learnt and recommendations.  
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Australian Urban Water Governance  

Water and its governance are at the heart of resource security and sustainability policy 

globally (OECD 2015; United Nations 2018). Urban water governance can be defined as 

“combinations of processes, structures and actors, which provide the architecture to achieve 

agreement on the values and uses of water, and to coordinate actions to realise these values 

and uses in water management practice” (Bettini and Head 2013, 6). The literature points to 

four models of urban water governance: (1) hierarchical, relying on top-down approaches 

with vertical accountability and poor stakeholder engagement; (2) market, based on greater 

empowerment of stakeholders and citizens through privatisation, corporatisation, contracts 

between municipalities and private operators; (3) network, based on decentralised 

management and cooperation of private, civil, and public actors; and (4) hybrid, which 

includes significant elements of the others (van de Meene, Brown, and Farrelly 2011; 

Romano and Akhmouch 2019). 

The Australian urban water sector provides drinking water, wastewater, flood 

mitigation, and stormwater management services to over 20 million Australians (Water 

Services Association of Australia 2015). This encompasses cities and towns across both 

metropolitan and regional urban areas (Productivity Commission 2011). Metropolitan regions 

account for about 73% of the total Australian water supply system, using over 2.5 million ML 

(see Figure 1) (Bureau of Meteorology 2018). 
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Figure 1: Metropolitan area water usage (Bureau of Meteorology, 2018, used under Creative 
Commons Licence). Note: individual users are industrial, commercial and agricultural users 
that do not use the urban potable water supply.  
 

Australian water governance has undergone significant changes in response to 

growing demand, development, urbanisation, and increasing climate change impacts. Water 

resources are controlled by the states in Australia, but in response to both the international 

focus on sustainable development and concerns in the Murray-Darling Basin, the Federal 

Government began to encourage reforms (Hussey and Dovers 2006, 2007). These reforms 

were focused on aligning water management with integrated water management as outlined 

in the Dublin principles and the Our Common Future report (Brundtland et al. 1987). 

Prior to the late 1980s, urban water supply in Australia was predominantly managed 

with an engineering focus by large public works boards responsible for planning, funding, 

and ownership of infrastructure and services on behalf of state government, while in some 

regional and metropolitan areas including Brisbane, local councils were also responsible for 

supply and service functions (Bettini and Head 2013). The micro-economic reforms of the 
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1990s and early 2000s led to major restructuring in the urban water sector with designation of 

roles and responsibilities to different organisations and state and territory reforms of water 

service organisations based on corporate business models with greater autonomy (Jane and 

Dollery 2006; Paddon 2013).  

In early 2000s, an extended period of droughts tested the capabilities of the Australian 

urban water sector and raised several governance and planning challenges for cities 

(Wallington, Robinson, and Head 2009; Van Dijk et al. 2013), leading to the National Water 

Initiative which proposed urban water reforms. These reforms were accelerated in 2009 by 

the adoption of the National Urban Water Planning Principles that focused on a whole of 

water cycle management in urban areas and consideration of a full portfolio of water supply 

and demand options (Keremane, McKay, and Wu 2017).  

At the same time, building on earlier federal initiatives, Australia developed regional-

scale natural resource management, which included catchment management responsibilities 

based on regional natural resource bodies (Morrison et al. 2010). A series of new urban water 

reforms are currently under way to meet the needs of a growing population, improve 

resilience and adaptation to climate change, enhance the capacity of the ageing city 

infrastructure, reflect the changing community needs, and keep services affordable 

(Infrastructure Australia 2017).  

Urban water management in Australia is a metropolitan governance issue as its 

provision requires an area-wide scope and its infrastructure has a territorial network character 

(Kübler 2005). Different dimensions of urban water management include water services 

(water supply, stormwater management, sewerage, and wastewater management), urban 

development, and watershed management, responsibilities for which lay with different actors 

across multiple neighbouring jurisdictions in most metropolitan regions (World Bank 2012). 

There has been a call for better integration of the urban water sector and engagement of the 
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community (van de Meene, Brown, and Farrelly 2009); however, there are still significant 

institutional barriers to implementation including lack of institutional capacity, fragmentation 

of roles and responsibilities, lack of political will, and limited regulatory incentives (Brown, 

Sharp, and Ashley 2006; Keremane, McKay, and Wu 2017). Considering the increasing 

importance of liveability and the role of water as a vital element of health and wellbeing, 

there is a need for effective and accountable regional governance mechanisms for better 

environmental and social impact monitoring and control not only for metropolitan areas, but 

also regional water catchments (Spiller 2018). The focus on the metropolitan-scale in urban 

water management has in many ways been ahead of governance shifts to this scale in other 

sectors. Faced with the Millennium Drought while experiencing one of the fastest population 

growth rates in the country, SEQ has responded not only with infrastructure investments but 

also major restructuring of the water sector. We therefore explore a case study of urban water 

governance in Queensland to draw broader lessons for metropolitan governance. 

Methods  

A qualitative research methodology with a case study approach (Yin 2009) incorporates the 

findings of two projects related to water management in Queensland. The first study included 

document analysis and 21 semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders that investigated 

changes to water management in SEQ from 1990 to 2013, focusing on the implementation of 

the Water Act 2000 in Queensland and the metropolitan response to the Millennium Drought 

experienced in southern Australia between 1996-2010. The second study focused on climate 

change adaptation in urban water utility sector. It triangulated data from multiple sources 

including review of the literature, 20 semi-structured in-depth interviews with water 

professionals across Australia (Queensland, New South Wales, Australian Capital Territory, 

Victoria, Western Australia) and a half day workshop with a water utility in Queensland.  
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Restructuring of the Water Sector  

Over the last two decades water governance in SEQ has undergone a rapid shift towards a 

more metropolitan/regional approach which initially resulted in greater centralisation, an 

increased focus on urban water security, and a fragmentation between water supply and 

catchment management. Based on the typology mentioned above, urban water supply 

governance has shifted towards a ‘hierarchical-market hybrid’ model, while catchment 

management has moved towards a more ‘network’ model. Table 1 presents the changes in 

governance and roles in the urban water sector in SEQ across different aspects of water 

management. The transition from lower to higher level governance responsibility and scale of 

operation are highlighted in lighter to darker colour shading. These shifts were driven by 

international and national policy changes, increasing population and development, and 

increased demand for water, combined with severe drought conditions lasting nearly a 

decade.  
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Table 1. Urban water governance roles, responsibilities and scales of operation in SEQa 

Area of 
Operation Pre-reform 1990 – mid 

2000s 2000s – 2013 Post 2013s 

Bulk Water 
Supply 

South East 
Queensland Water 

Board 

SEQ Water 
Corporation (former 

South East 
Queensland Water 

Board) 

 Queensland Water 
Commission Seqwater 

Local government Local government Seqwater (and 
precedents)b 

Water Retail 
and 
Wastewater 

Local government Local government 

Queensland Urban 
Utilities (regional) 

Unitywater 
(regional) 

Queensland Urban 
Utilities (regional) 

Unitywater 
(regional) 

Allconnex Water 
(regional) 

Redlands Local 
Council, City of 

Gold Coast, & Logan 
City Council 

Catchment 
Management 

Irrigation and Water 
Supply Commission 
(1979) Department 

of Primary Industries 
(State) 

 

Queensland Water 
Resources 

Commission (1992) 
Department of 

primary industries 
(1996) 

Department of 
Natural resources 

(1996-2001) 

SEQ Catchments 
Healthy Waterways  

Seqwater 
 

Healthy Land and 
Water 

Seqwater  
 

Local government Local government Local government Local government 

Flood 
Management 

State government (policy making at state and regional level) 
Regional level (e.g. management of dams by Seqwater) 

Local government through land use and catchments 
   a Based on Cottingham, Delfau, and Garde 2010; Bettini and Head 2013; Head 2014. 
   b The management of alternative water supplies (desalination and recycled water) were transferred from 
WaterSecure to Seqwater in 2011 and the distribution and management responsibilities of LinkWater and 
Seqwater Grid Manager were transferred in 2013. 

Water Supply and Wastewater Management 

Initial changes to water governance in SEQ responded to the Federal Government’s push for 

water reform. The federal reforms led to the Queensland Water Act 2000, which gave the 

state ownership of all water resources for the first time, with former riparian rights changed to 

licences or entitlements (Coffey 2001). The shift to a regional focus took place over the next 

decade and a half in response to water security concerns. 

Prior to the early 2000s the responsibility for bulk water sources, supply, and 

wastewater treatment rested mainly with local government and a regional Water Board that 

was commercialised in 2000 as the SEQ Water Corporation (Head 2014). Following the 

2000s reforms, urban water management was mostly separated from local governments by 
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creation of three regional organisations responsible for bulk water supply across the whole 

SEQ region: LinkWater, SEQ Water Grid Manager, and WaterSecure.  

Water distribution and sales to households and businesses also experienced a regional 

shift, with three government-owned utility companies – Queensland Urban Utilities (QUU), 

Unitywater, and Allconnex Water – taking over responsibility of distribution and wastewater 

management from eleven local governments. These reforms aimed to ensure urban water 

security and make water governance less political through a more integrated approach which 

removes local government control over pricing (Troy 2008). The reforms also reflected a 

wider neoliberal economic shift from government control of services to market-based 

approaches (Hussey and Dovers 2007); however, they stopped short of full privatisation of 

water with government ownership of companies.  

The droughts highlighted the inadequacies of water resource planning in SEQ from a 

policy perspective. State government’s policy response emerged slowly including a water 

governance reform with major restructuring and further centralisation of decision-making and 

water service delivery and the establishment of the Queensland Water Commission to oversee 

state’s water management (Bettini and Head 2013; Head 2014). The South East Queensland 

Water (Restructuring) and Other Legislation Amendment Act 2012 amalgamated the bulk 

water entities LinkWater, the SEQ Water Grid Manager, and WaterSecure into Seqwater by 

2013 making it responsible for all bulk water storage and treatment across the region. In 

contrast to centralisation of bulk water, Allconnex Water distribution functions were returned 

back to Redlands, Gold Coast, and Logan city councils in 2012 due to public pressure that 

was largely driven by concerns over increased water pricing (Barry and Small 2012). The 

remaining councils decided to stay with their regional retailers due to the costs of 

restructuring. At the same time, there was significant infrastructure investment by the state 

government in response to the Millennium Drought including a new dam, a desalination 
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plant, a water recycling facility, and a water grid that connects the region’s water supply 

sources (Troy 2008), which also drove the centralisation of water supply governance.  

Ironically, shortly after the drought broke, the region faced severe flooding in 2011 

and 2012 leading to debates about the adequacy and sustainability of planning and 

management of water in the region (Head 2014) with increased focus on the interactions 

between land use and water management. However, flood management and urban planning 

and development responsibilities remain mainly at the local government level. 

Catchment Management 

Since the early 1950s, land ownership in SEQ was fragmented by small rural landholdings 

leaving only 17 per cent of the region in state forests and national parks (compared to other 

Australian cities such as Sydney with 43 per cent), resulting in lower quality of the dam 

catchment areas (Frost et al. 2016). Prior to 2000s, catchment management was mainly 

centralised in state government through the establishment of the Queensland Water 

Resources Commission (replacing the former Irrigation and Water Supply Commission). The 

catchment scale water resource plans (WRPs) required by the Water Act 2000 shifted 

catchment management towards a more regional approach (Coffey 2001). Importantly, these 

WRPs set allocations for extraction and included environmental objectives and the water 

allocations needed for these – in other words creating statutory environmental allocations.  

Although the water reforms in Queensland aimed for a more integrated approach to 

water management, the land use side of catchment management has largely fallen under a 

different set of policy changes focused on natural resource management (NRM); however, 

these also saw a shift to a more regional scale (Cottingham, Delfau, and Garde 2010). 

Queensland created non-statutory regional NRM bodies based on catchments, with SEQ 

Catchments created for the SEQ region. At the same time, local councils supported the 
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establishment of Healthy Waterways, a regional organisation designed to develop water 

quality monitoring and address water quality issues through public-private coordination 

(Cottingham, Delfau, and Garde 2010). Recently, Healthy Waterways was merged with SEQ 

Catchments to form Healthy Land and Water to improve integration and better drive and 

influence decisions, policy, and actions. 

How Has the Restructuring Worked?  

Despite all the reforms and restructuring towards metropolitan governance interviews with 

water professionals in the region in 2018 pointed to a lack of integration across the whole 

water cycle for appropriate management of risks including the impacts of climate change 

(Torabi et al. 2019). Important findings included the disconnect in the management of 

wastewater and potable water and lack of effective communication between Seqwater and 

retailers. One interviewee, a strategic planner in a water utility, discussed the 

interconnectedness of water in the context of droughts and noted the fragmentation of roles 

and responsibilities: 

As the dams get even lower, we start looking for alternative water sources. Now [bulk 

water providers] need to find those alternative water sources, but usually they are reliant 

on the effluent from our treatment plants or recycling the wastewater that we collect. So, 

all of a sudden, it is difficult to understand the delineation [of] responsibilities between 

water supply and wastewater management. 

A critical challenge is managing the interactions between stormwater flooding and 

water quality risks that arise due to wastewater overflow during flooding, issues that are 

closely related but governed by separate organisations (councils versus utilities). A drought 

project manager suggested, “We as a collective sector need to be able to understand how we 

address it together […] Otherwise one organisation bears more of the risk.” Ironically, the 

shift of water management responsibilities from local governments to regional retailers has 
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resulted in a fragmentation of planning particularly from a land use point of view. A planner 

for the region’s bulk water supply noted:  

We are managing elements of catchments. With local governments making decisions 

about catchment land use, at the moment we just have the ability to provide advice on, 

we don't have a strong ability to control that [...] so we have got these fragmented pieces 

of the water cycle that are being managed separately.  

A senior planner at a regional utility agreed: “We have a role to play with the use of recycled 

water, use of potable water in green spaces, but we do not control the urban planning. We 

influence it.” The interviewees also referred to a lack of collaboration between regional water 

utilities and neighbouring local governments that is essential for a whole of catchment 

approach to urban water management.  

This lack of integration, while enabling a rapid response to the immediate drought, 

makes more strategic long-term planning challenging. Responding to the many impacts of 

climate change, for example, requires an integrated approach to planning (Holden 2012). A 

regional drought manager referred to some collaboration in the context of disaster 

management, but noted that  

all of the local governments, which are shareholders, are grappling with these same 

problems. They have responsibilities under Disaster Management Act. So that level of 

collaboration needs to be happening better, it has improved, but there is still a long way 

to go.  

A water sector industry body manager concurred: “The [water] industry is very good at 

talking amongst themselves and we are a very collaborative industry, but what is happening 

overseas that is not happening well here [is] industries working together towards common 

value.” A regional utility manager concluded that “a lot of this, we can't do on our own so we 

are going to have to partner and those partners could be our shareholders, regulators, or our 

communities”.  
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Discussion 

The case of urban water management in SEQ points to fragmentation and lack of integration 

of roles and responsibilities and centralisation of response as the key challenges pertinent to 

metropolitan governance. As noted above, water supply and catchment management fell into 

very separate governance arrangements, both operating at similar scales but with quite 

different aims. Prior to this, catchment management and water supply were both very focused 

at the local level, in theory allowing for integration (although this was by no means 

guaranteed). Later restructuring of the water sector at the SEQ metropolitan level, and 

particularly the commercialisation of utilities that are responsible for distribution of drinking 

water (from Seqwater) to households and businesses and management of wastewater, led to 

further fragmentation of roles and responsibilities.  

This separation of governance, combined with centralisation of water supply 

management, was in part due to a need for a rapid and coordinated response to a severe 

drought. However, it has also encouraged water supply management to focus heavily on 

urban water security. This in turn led to a strong focus on technocratic, engineering responses 

to the drought and investment in substantial infrastructure such as the Water Grid, which is 

reliant on power stations across the region that ironically are using potable water for cooling 

processes (Frost et al. 2016). Moreover, the monopoly of organisations on management of 

different parts of the urban water/wastewater cycle (i.e. Seqwater and the utilities) means that 

despite the recognition of the need for better collaboration, lack of additional resources and 

current financial directives for investment (to be prudent and efficient) do not allow enough 

flexibility for each organisation to be considering issues beyond its own immediate 

responsibilities. The commercialisation of utilities led to a narrowing down of their 

operations to core business activities, which in most cases prevented them from engaging in 

broader emerging strategic issues such as integrated water management (Bettini and Head 
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2013). The engineering focus remains, and the lack of integration renders alternative 

responses (or anything outside business as usual) challenging or impossible. Having bulk 

water supply controlled by one organisation with a clear focus on ensuring adequate supply 

requires making a strong business case and changing the overall aim of the organisation to 

make metropolitan-scale catchment management to be part of the business.  

Effective and timely engagement of communities in urban water management is an 

important issue that can be difficult to implement in a centralised and fragmented supply 

chain. The demand control response to droughts has been highly effective in SEQ (Walton 

and Hume 2011) demonstrating the possibilities of community engagement. However, this 

was largely achieved despite metropolitan centralisation and market-based reforms rather 

than because of them, with delivery focused at a local government scale (England 2009). 

Notably, in issues around building dams and water recycling, community engagement was 

often limited (in part due to the urgency of the issue) and resulted in confrontation (Morgan 

and Grant-Smith 2015; Morgan and Osborne 2016). Community engagement in urban water 

management can improve water planning outcomes, build trust in organisations, and help 

achieve water sensitive outcomes for urban resilience and sustainability (Dean et al. 2016; 

Hatfield-Dodds, Leitch, and Syme 2007). Furthermore, while the shift to metropolitan 

organisations makes them less political, potentially supporting a longer-term response and 

more strategic planning (Troy 2008), it can result in organisations being less directly 

politically accountable (Morgan 2014).  

There is evidence of water governance in the region becoming more integrated and 

the metropolitan scale arrangements have the potential to support this integration. For 

example, catchment management is becoming an increasing focus for bulk water supplier 

Seqwater, and the links between catchment management, water quality, and water treatment 

costs are providing an opportunity to broaden the business focus and collaboration. What is 
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critical in this debate is the timely and meaningful engagement of the local communities. 

QUU’s ‘effects-based planning’ initiative which achieves better environmental outcomes in 

wastewater and stormwater management in a unique collaboration with the local community 

by promoting blue/green infrastructure is a good example (QUU 2016). 

Metropolitan urban water management in SEQ is also creating opportunities for future 

planning and realisation of broader sustainability outcomes in the region. In 2018, Seqwater 

partnered with a private consultancy and all other service providers in the region to 

collaboratively develop scenarios for the future of the region. By bringing the key regional 

stakeholders together, the program uncovered crucial learnings in planning for an uncertain 

future. A key underpinning of this process is creation of shared goals and ‘values’ that can 

drive collaboration among different stakeholders and local communities. A metropolitan 

approach to governance in SEQ can be an important opportunity for promoting liveability in 

the cities. While urban development and urban water are often managed in their own silos, 

metropolitan governance can be an important catalyst for liveability of cities. For example, 

the South East Queensland Regional Plan 2017 Shaping SEQ promotes a water sensitive 

region to enable an integrated approach to ‘whole of catchment planning’ in order to 

accommodate urban and peri-urban growth in a changing climate and promote liveability.  

Conclusions 

Overview of the governance reforms in the water sector in SEQ and insights from 

practitioners show that while a shift to metropolitan scale of governance did initially limit 

holistic and integrated water management by creating a fragmented approach to water supply, 

catchment management, and wastewater management, it later created opportunities for better 

integration and collaboration.  
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The current water governance structure in SEQ has weaknesses and strengths. 

Concentrating the bulk water supply in a single entity (Seqwater) allows long-term and 

expensive investment decisions to be made with a regional focus. There are numerous cases 

of parochial interests hampering a regional vision in fragmented management structures (see 

for example Dedekorkut-Howes [2005] for the Tampa Bay, Florida case). However, the 

integration is unfortunately limited to the single issue of bulk water supply. The 

disassociation of the bulk water entity from catchment management and land use hinders a 

more effective management and sustainable outcomes. On the retail side, the two competing 

models (see Table 1) also have their advantages and disadvantages. The regional retail 

entities QUU and Unitywater ensure a consistency in level of service and water pricing but 

they are also separated from catchment management and land use. The three councils that 

undertake their own retail service have the advantage of also controlling land use and 

catchment management but are in danger of neglecting regional and collective interests. 

Furthermore, land use and water policies are handled by separate departments of each council 

and coordination between these departments is also limited. 

SEQ is on the verge of another period of drought. Therefore, realisation of the 

opportunities of metropolitan governance is critical. Yet on the ground implementation and 

collaboration can be constrained by many organisational factors. In particular, whether 

metropolitan governance will help or hinder community engagement remains to be seen. 

The history of water management in SEQ provides several lessons for metropolitan 

governance in general. Metropolitan governance needs to be implemented with clear aims in 

mind and with consideration of the context. Another key lesson is the need to think 

holistically both in terms of area of governance as well as policy areas and issues for more 

efficient and sustainable outcomes. In the absence of regional organisations in charge of the 

whole geographic area as well as relevant policy areas interorganisational coordination and 
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collaboration are essential. A network of key organisations with shared values is crucial to 

support integration over time. This should also be underpinned by timely and meaningful 

community engagement. Planners play an important role in driving a more integrated 

approach to planning, bringing together land use and key infrastructure considerations.  

Institutional structures are important as they can facilitate or hinder this holistic 

thinking; however, metropolitan governance is not a panacea, and if it is not done with the 

specific goal of sustainability and integration it may not deliver the positive outcomes so 

often claimed. Nonetheless, from a more pragmatic point of view a focus on the metropolitan 

scale could be a good stepping-stone towards more holistic governance of natural resources 

and sustainable outcomes. 
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