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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Water Sensitive South Australia (Water Sensitive SA) is a capacity building 

program for water practitioners in South Australia. The core aim of the 

program is to improve the capacity of practitioners and institutions to design, 

build and maintain water sensitive urban design (WSUD) assets.  

Green Adelaide commissioned this review of the program as it approaches the 

end of the tenth year of operation. This report, completed in November 2024 

by Wave Consulting, was commissioned to provide an independent evaluation 

against an agreed set of evaluation questions.  

The report is based on two datasets: perceptions of the Water Sensitive SA 

steering committee and other key stakeholders, collected through one-on-one 

interviews, and perceptions of practitioners and the community gathered 

through an online survey.  

The steering committee, practitioners, and community are very supportive 

and positive about the work to date and would like to see the program 

continue.  

Based on the interviews and survey results, the recommendations are as 

follows: 

1. Continue the Water Sensitive SA program. 

2. Continue to provide core services such as training events and 

resources such as case studies and technical guidelines, as these core 

services have widespread support. Ensure that published materials 

are regularly updated to reflect best practices and emerging 

technologies, as well as continue to focus on technical guidance for 

engineers, planners and designers. 

3. Continue to focus on demonstrating the financial and environmental 

benefits of WSUD and look for opportunities to actively engage with 

the development sector to address financial concerns. 

4. Consider how Water Sensitive SA can use past cost–benefit and life-

cycle studies to promote the fact that “WSUD delivers more affordable 

homes and neighbourhoods.” Build a campaign to advocate for WSUD 

as part of the solution to liveability and housing issues in the state. 

5. Look for opportunities to leverage and promote existing resources to 

increase awareness and uptake of WSUD practices and designs. 

6. At upcoming steering committee meetings, consider the following 

questions: 

o Given the limited resources of Water Sensitive SA, what is the 

priority amongst these three main areas of work: capacity 

building, advocacy, and community engagement? Is there 

capacity in Water Sensitive SA to: 

▪ enhance community awareness about the 

importance and benefits of WSUD? 

▪ diversify outreach efforts to include schools, small-

scale developers, and non-council entities? 

o Are there opportunities to expand Water Sensitive SA’s reach 

through new partnerships (e.g., universities, research 

institutions) or through unrealised efficiencies (e.g., new 

training formats, reduced reporting, etc.)?  

o Are there other funding mechanisms that may be 

underutilised to expand Water Sensitive SA’s resources? 
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1 Introduction 

Water Sensitive SA is a capacity building program that provides stakeholders 

across all disciplines within the local government, development and urban 

water management industries, with the support they need to achieve the best 

water sensitive urban design (WSUD) outcomes. 

This report, completed in November 2024 by Wave Consulting, was 

commissioned by Green Adelaide to provide an independent evaluation 

against an agreed set of evaluation questions.  

The report is based on data gathered in November 2024 with the scope of data 

collection limited to seeking professional views of the steering committee and 

practitioners, and then data collected from a survey of both practitioners and 

the community.  

The audience of this report is the Water Sensitive SA steering committee, 

Green Adelaide as the single biggest funding contributor, and the program co-

funding partners. 

2 The program 

Water Sensitive SA commenced in 2014 through a collaboration between the 

then Adelaide and Mount Lofty Ranges Natural Resources Management 

Board, the cities of Port Adelaide Enfield, Charles Surt, Playford, Burnside, 

Marion and Salisbury, SA Water, and Stormwater SA, and is now in its tenth 

year of operation. 

Current investment partners include Green Adelaide, City of Adelaide, City of 

Burnside, Campbelltown City Council, City of Charles Sturt, Town of Gawler, 

Light Regional Council, City of Marion, City of Mitcham, Mount Barker District 

Council, City of Onkaparinga, City of Playford, City of Port Adelaide Enfield, City 

of Prospect, City of Salisbury, SA Water, City of Tea Tree Gully and City of 

Unley. Department for Environment and Water, Water Sensitive Cities 

Australia, and City of West Torrens have also provided significant support. 

It is currently resourced by a Program Director (full time equivalent (FTE) of 

nominally 0.1), a Program Manager (0.25 FTE nominally), a Principal Ecologist 

(0.125 FTE nominally), a WSUD Asset Management Officer (0.5 FTE nominally), 

and a Communications Manager (0.15 FTE nominally). 

The vision: 

Water sensitive communities that support cooler, greener, wilder and 

more climate resilient places to live and work.  

The mission: 

Work together with government, industry and community to 

mainstream water sensitive urban design (WSUD) and integrated 

water management (IWM) practices that enhance wellbeing and 

ecological health. 

Objectives:  

Water Sensitive SA continues to support Adelaide and our regions on 

their journey to become water sensitive communities that are 

sustainable and resilient to a changing climate. We contribute to the 

creation of greener, cooler and more liveable cities with a focus on 

improved biodiversity and reduced impacts on the natural 

environment.  

3 Scope 

The scope of this evaluation is to: 

• Review the impact and achievements of the Water Sensitive SA 

program 

• Review the vision and purpose of Water Sensitive SA, through 

interviews with stakeholders 

• Identify any emerging WSUD capacity building needs of South 

Australian practitioners. 



Water Sensitive SA – Three-Year Program Review  
 

Wave Consulting Australia              Page 5 of 25 

The measures of success for Water Sensitive SA are: 

1. Benefits of WSUD are understood: Increased awareness and 

understanding of benefits of WSUD and how it can be implemented. 

2. WSUD in policy & strategy: Performance-based WSUD and green 

infrastructure (GI) policies are embedded within the SA planning 

strategies, systems and associated guidelines. 

3. Informed decision makers: Organisational culture embraces the 

inclusion of WSUD in future investments. 

4. Effective application: Practitioners apply best practice WSUD and 
IWM strategies effectively to achieve desired water quality, flood 
management, water conservation and urban greening objectives. 

4 Evaluation method 

The method to evaluate the success of the Water Sensitive SA program was as 

follows: 

• Review of Water Sensitive SA documentation provided by Green 

Adelaide , including the business plan and link to the website. 

• Conduct at most 10 one-on-one interviews (conducted as online 

meetings). 

• Launch and then analyse an online survey of practitioners and 

community members on various issues related to WSUD and the 

Water Sensitive SA program. 

• Discussion with Green Adelaide to finalise recommendations. 

The method included both qualitative and quantitative elements. The method 

was limited in terms of who was interviewed, their experience to date with the 

program, and their interest in participating in an evaluation survey.  

The interview questions and online survey were developed in collaboration 

with Green Adelaide, which has extensive knowledge of the audience, industry, 

and data required to complete the evaluation.  

The interview questions covered the broad themes of: 

• Involvement and experience to date 

• Purpose 

• Program achievements 

• Future focus. 

It must be acknowledged that there is a strong element of self-selection 

inherent in this method, and it is biased towards those with an interest in 

WSUD and capacity building and those who are relatively familiar with the 

purpose of Water Sensitive SA. The evaluation did not include any broader 

engagement (beyond the survey) to counter that inherent bias, but this 

method does provide an informed perspective on the benefits, challenges, and 

achievements of the program. This method was consistent with past program 

evaluations, conducted in 2017 and 2021.  

5 Steering Committee and stakeholder 

feedback 

Nine interviews were completed in November 2024. The people interviewed 

were steering committee members and also two representatives from the 

state government who are not currently on the Steering Committee. The 

representatives that were interviewed were all reasonably or very 

knowledgeable with the history of Water Sensitive SA.  

The overall view from the interviewees was 

that they are very satisfied with the program 

and believe it should continue. They highly 

value its role as a trusted, independent source 

of expertise and guidance in WSUD.  
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The key areas of success mentioned in the interviews were: 

• Capacity Building and Training: Water Sensitive SA’s trainings and 

technical resources have enabled local councils, engineers, and other 

practitioners to better adopt and implement WSUD principles, making 

WSUD more accessible and practical for stakeholders 

• Policy and Advocacy Influence: Water Sensitive SA has served as a 

trusted advisor and influenced local and state government policies, 

including the Planning and Design Code 

• Fostering Collaboration and Awareness: Collaboration with councils 

and government agencies has increased awareness of WSUD benefits 

• Demonstration of Benefits: Water Sensitive SA has successfully 

demonstrated the financial and environmental benefits of WSUD 

through case studies, cost–benefit analyses, and pilot projects. This 

has helped overcome perceptions of risk and resistance to change 

• Support for Innovation: By supporting and sharing innovative 

solutions, Water Sensitive SA has contributed to advancing WSUD 

practices and making them more mainstream 

• Engagement with Key Stakeholders: A particular focus on local 

governments has resulted in greater WSUD uptake. 

The areas where there is still a challenge for Water Sensitive SA to deliver on 

were: 

• Engagement with the Development Sector: Limited engagement with 

private developers was often stated as a challenge. Developers often 

view WSUD as a financial risk or a compliance burden rather than an 

opportunity, hindering broader adoption.  

• Integration into SA Planning System: Whilst interviewees were very 

complimentary of Water Sensitive SA’s advocacy efforts, WSUD 

principles are not fully embedded within the Planning and Design Code. 

Challenges include political complexities and inconsistent policy 

implementation. The focus on rainwater tanks in the Planning and 

Design Code was also criticised for being too narrow, leaving gaps in 

addressing broader WSUD opportunities. 

• On-Ground Implementation: The integration of WSUD into on-ground 

works remains patchy and highly dependent on individual councils and 

the respective project managers or project champions in these 

organisations. This variability means opportunities are often missed 

due to lack of awareness, expertise, or motivation at the local level. 

Furthermore, maintenance of WSUD assets, poor initial designs, and a 

lack of long-term planning continues to be a significant barrier to 

better on ground delivery of WSUD. 

• Community Engagement and Awareness: While industry-focused 

efforts have seen success, some interviewees noted insufficient 

engagement with the broader community. Greater public awareness 

and demand for WSUD are needed to create a supportive 

environment for implementation. 

There are several explanations for these challenges, including the fact that the 

development, planning, and building industry is very influential, and that there 

is a lack of funds to support the Water Sensitive SA program and deliver 

advocacy, research and training that would offer and support different 

perspectives about better urban water management. In particular, 

interviewees frequently remarked that Water Sensitive SA had an impact that 

outweighed its resourcing and that limited funding and staffing constrained its 

ability to expand its focus and address the broader range of challenges.  

Figure 1 represents the diversity and the general trend of responses provided 

in the interviews. It is not a quantitative figure, but the figure broadly captures 

the diversity of the responses provided.  
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Figure 1. Visualisation of qualitative data collected through the interviews 
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The following sections briefly summarise the key points raised in the 

interviews, under the main questions posed.  

5.1 What is the core purpose of Water Sensitive SA and has it 
changed? 

The responses to this question were clear and consistent. Interviewees 

identified the core purpose of Water Sensitive SA as building capacity and 

providing tools, training, and advocacy to support the adoption of WSUD 

practices. This includes educating stakeholders, fostering collaboration, and 

ensuring practitioners and councils are equipped to integrate WSUD into 

planning, design, and maintenance.  

“Water Sensitive SA has provided the tools, training, know how, 

experience, and proof of concept that a capital investment project can 

be more than grey infrastructure.” (Interviewee) 

Many noted that, while the core purpose has remained stable, Water Sensitive 

SA's focus has evolved to prioritise local councils and practitioner needs, with 

less emphasis on community engagement compared to its earlier years. 

Interviewees overwhelmingly agreed that Water Sensitive SA has had its 

greatest impact on local government. 

Interviewees were also asked about what has changed in the industry in the 

past three years, and several changes were consistently noted: 

• Increased Awareness and Adoption: There has been greater 

recognition of the benefits of WSUD, with more practitioners and 

councils seeking advice and implementing these practices. 

• Shift in Policy and Strategic Focus: The introduction of new policies, 

such as the Planning and Design Code and the Green Adelaide 

Regional Plan, has emphasised urban greening, cooling, and climate 

resilience. However, some noted gaps in how WSUD principles are 

integrated into these frameworks. 

• Broadening of Objectives: The industry has moved beyond water 

quality to include broader social and environmental outcomes, such 

as climate resilience, urban heat mitigation, and liveability 

improvements. 

• Economic and Development Pressures: Rising cost pressures have 

posed challenges, with some resistance to adopting WSUD due to 

perceived upfront costs. 

“Water Sensitive SA’s core purpose hasn’t changed, but it has become 

more sophisticated over time” (Interviewee) 

5.2 Are you satisfied with the influence Water Sensitive SA has 
had on embedding WSUD within the Planning and Design 
Code? 

Interviewees expressed mixed satisfaction with Water Sensitive SA's influence 

on embedding WSUD within the Planning and Design Code. While many 

acknowledged Water Sensitive SA's significant contributions, particularly in 

providing technical advice and raising awareness, they noted that the 

implementation has not gone far enough. Challenges include political 

resistance, a narrow focus on rainwater tanks, and inconsistent adoption 

across councils. Despite these limitations, interviewees recognised that Water 

Sensitive SA has done as much as possible given its resources and the complex 

political landscape. 

5.3 Are you satisfised that WSUD is now integrated into on 
ground works? 

Interviewees generally felt that while progress has been made, WSUD is not 

yet fully integrated into on-ground works. They noted that adoption varies 

widely between councils, often depending on individual champions or 

motivated staff. While many successes were mentioned, the challenges of 

poor design and maintenance were also emphasised. Many highlighted the 

need for stronger standards, more widespread training, and a shift in mindset 

to make WSUD a standard practice rather than an optional or "above and 

beyond" approach. 
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When asked how Water Sensitive SA could better support practitioners in 

applying best-practice WSUD, several ideas were suggested: 

• Expand Engagement: Engage more effectively with the private 

development sector to address their concerns and demonstrate the 

economic benefits of WSUD.  

• Increase Awareness and Training: Increase advocacy and 

collaboration with councils and asset owners to ensure consistent 

adoption and support for WSUD practices, including raising awareness 

among less-engaged councils and practitioners. 

• Improve Technical Resources and Guidance: Many mentioned the 

need to deliver standard drawings and consistent engineering 

standards (that has started but is yet to be completed as a Water 

Sensitive SA project). 

• Expand Collaboration: Look for opportunities to connect with 

universities and expand interest in careers in water. 

5.4 Do you think Water Sensitive SA is a key organisation in 
decreasing the financial risk associated with WSUD? 

Interviewees largely agreed that Water Sensitive SA has played a significant 

role in decreasing the financial risk associated with WSUD, and Water Sensitive 

SA is viewed as a key enabler in addressing financial barriers. However, its 

effectiveness depends on broader systemic support and stakeholder buy-in.  

Water Sensitive SA’s positive contributions include: 

• work in providing cost–benefit analyses, case studies, and technical 

guidance to help stakeholders understand the long-term financial 

benefits of WSUD, reducing perceived risks. 

• advocacy and capacity-building efforts to help councils and 

practitioners view WSUD as an investment rather than a liability. 

 

“There is no one else in this space who has the knowledge and 

experience to influence the broader understanding of the costs and 

long-term benefits of these strategies.” (Interviewee) 

Despite these efforts, some interviewees felt WSSA’s influence in directly 

reducing financial risks is limited by broader economic and political factors, 

such as resistance from developers and insufficient regulatory mandates. 

Others noted that financial risks are often perceived rather than actual, and 

overcoming these perceptions requires more targeted education and 

advocacy. 

There is potential for Water Sensitive SA to further support stakeholders by 

emphasizing whole-of-life costing, demonstrating cost-effective WSUD 

solutions, and engaging with private developers to address their financial 

concerns. 

5.5 What resources has Water Sensitive SA made available to 
the industry? What resources have you used? 

Water Sensitive SA offers too many resources to list (acknowledged by several 

interviewees as a good thing), so interviewees focused on naming the 

resources they or their colleagues find most valuable. The resources 

commonly mentioned include: 

• Case studies 

• Training and leadership development programs 

• MUSIC guidelines 

• Cost–benefit analysis tool 

• The website as a central hub for technical information, online tools, 

and training materials. 

Several interviewees suggested conducting more outreach to ensure 

practitioners are aware of the full range of resources available. 

Overall, all interviewees saw Water Sensitive SA as the first stop for WSUD 

knowledge and the primary source for WSUD information in South Australia. 
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If they were able to name another source, they often mentioned Google, 

Cooperative Research Centre for Water Sensitive Cities, the Department for 

Environment and Water, or other regional bodies (e.g., Melbourne Water or 

Sydney Water), or internal resources (e.g., coworkers) for additional insights 

or specific project needs. All of these alternatives were a distant second to the 

role that Water Sensitive SA plays as the first place to seek WSUD related 

information and guidance.  

5.6 What’s the single biggest barrier to increasing the adoption 
of WSUD? 

Interviewees identified several key barriers to increasing the adoption of 

WSUD, with recurring themes including: 

1. Perceived Costs and Risks: High upfront costs and perceived risks, 

particularly among developers, were cited as major obstacles. Many 

stakeholders struggle to see the long-term benefits of WSUD 

compared to immediate costs, and many overestimate the risk of 

WSUD projects (e.g., fear of flooding). 

2. Lack of Awareness and Understanding: A lack of awareness among 

some stakeholders and the community about the benefits and best 

practices for WSUD hampers adoption. This includes limited 

understanding of alternative solutions to grey infrastructure, 

maintenance requirements, and broader social or environmental 

advantages. 

3. Regulatory and Policy Gaps: The absence of strong mandates or 

regulatory frameworks requiring WSUD in developments allows 

stakeholders to bypass its implementation. 

4. Implementation and Maintenance Challenges: Concerns about the 

maintenance of WSUD assets and the technical complexity of 

implementing WSUD solutions, particularly in retrofits or space-

limited areas, were frequently mentioned. 

5. Political Resistance and Limited Buy-In: Lack of political appetite and 

resistance to change within certain sectors, including developers, was 

highlighted as a barrier to embedding WSUD practices. 

Financial concerns, awareness gaps, regulatory 

weaknesses, and practical challenges 

collectively form the main barriers to wider 

WSUD adoption. 

5.7 Where has Water Sensitive SA not met your expectations? 
Why? 

Interviewees expressed very high regard for Water Sensitive SA and felt it has 

accomplished an incredible amount with limited resources. They viewed the 

limited resources as the main barrier to achieving greater reach and impact. 

Many acknowledged that this constraint was beyond Water Sensitive SA’s 

control but nonetheless affected outcomes.  

The few areas where Water Sensitive SA has not fully met expectations are or 

areas for future engagement include: 

• Engagement with the private development sector and with state 

government 

• Advocacy to address the perceived financial risk of designing and 

building WSUD 

• Opportunities to connect with people who are new to WSUD and to 

connect with the broader industry 

• Research on the impacts of climate change on WSUD assets 

• Development of standard drawings 

• Engagement with the investigation of WSUD products 

• Building community awareness and demand for WSUD, which could 

drive greater adoption. 
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5.8 Should Water Sensitive SA continue? Why? 

Interviewees unanimously agreed that Water Sensitive SA should continue, 

emphasising its critical role in advancing WSUD in South Australia. Key reasons 

included: 

• Unique and Trusted Expertise: Water Sensitive SA is viewed as an 

essential, independent source of knowledge, training, and advocacy in 

the WSUD space, with no comparable organization filling this niche. 

• Ongoing Need for WSUD: With increasing pressures from climate 

change and urbanisation, interviewees stressed the continued 

relevance of Water Sensitive SA’s work. 

• Risk of Regression: Many noted that discontinuing WSSA would lead 

to a loss of momentum in WSUD adoption, potentially reversing 

progress made over the past decade. This phenomenon has been 

specifically documented in past research on water sensitive 

transitions and acknowledged as a potential ‘system breakdown’ 

pathway (Dobbie et al, 2017).1  

Water Sensitive SA is seen as indispensable to South Australia’s progress and 

sustainability in achieving water-sensitive communities. 

“Water Sensitive SA is doing well. It’s not broken and it hasn’t out run 

its time limit. It is building on strength after strength and has built 

credibility and intellectual property. Don’t lose it.” (Interviewee) 

5.9 What should be retained in a future Water Sensitive SA? 
What should be dropped? 

In response to what should be retained and dropped in a future Water 

Sensitive SA, interviewees recommended retaining WSSA’s core strengths in 

 

1  Dobbie, M.F., Farrelly, M.A. and Brown, R.R. (2017) Mechanisms for unpacking socio-institutional pathways for change: a research compendium from A4.1. Melbourne, Australia: 
Cooperative Research Centre for Water Sensitive Cities. 

training, resources, and advocacy while refining efficiency and focusing on 

practical, updated offerings. 

Specifically, interviewees suggested retaining: 

• Core Functions: 

o Training programs and capacity-building initiatives were 

widely valued as essential for continuing to upskill 

practitioners and councils. 

o Resources such as standard drawings, case studies, and 

technical guidelines should remain central to the program’s 

offerings. 

o The website and online tools, which provide easy access to 

technical information and training materials, were highlighted 

as indispensable resources. 

• Flexibility and Agility: 

o Interviewees valued Water Sensitive SA’s ability to adapt to 

emerging industry needs and suggested retaining this 

responsive approach to stay relevant. 

There were very few suggestions for activities for Water Sensitive SA should 

stop doing. One interviewee pointed out that quarterly reporting 

requirements could be streamlined or reduced to free up more capacity for 

core activities. Mostly, interviewees noted that industry needs fluctuate. 

Rather than stop doing activities, Water Sensitive SA needs to consolidate 

resources and regularly update and refresh training content to address current 

industry challenges. Several interviewees also suggested recording trainings 

and offering more videos to increase the efficiency of training delivery. 
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“With the limited resources available, it is better to pick one thing and 

do it well. This thing should be capacity building.” (Interviewee) 

Interestingly, interviewees had conflicting opinions on Water Sensitive SA’s 

future involvement in policy advocacy. A few stakeholders suggested scaling 

back involvement in high-level policy advocacy to focus more on practical, on-

ground capacity building and technical support. Others stated that continued 

engagement with policy and responses to planning frameworks was critical to 

embedding WSUD into broader strategies. 

5.10 What emerging needs should Water Sensitive SA tackle? 

Interviewees highlighted several emerging needs for Water Sensitive SA to 

consider: 

1. Climate Resilience and Urban Cooling: Tackling the impacts of climate 

change, particularly urban heat islands, flooding risks, and water 

scarcity, was emphasized as a growing priority. 

2. Community Engagement and Education: Expanding efforts to raise 

community awareness and create demand for WSUD solutions, which 

could drive broader adoption and public support, was suggested as a 

critical area of focus. 

3. Broader Stakeholder Engagement: Increased collaboration with 

private developers, schools, and other non-council entities to promote 

WSUD practices beyond local government was recommended. 

4. Maintenance and Longevity of Assets: Developing resources and 

strategies for the effective maintenance and long-term sustainability 

of WSUD assets was noted as an area requiring further attention. 

5. Integration of New Technologies and Practices: Exploring innovative 

WSUD approaches, such as permeable pavements or biodiversity 

sensitive urban design, to enhance affordability and feasibility. 

6. Economic Framing of WSUD Benefits: Continuing to provide strong 

evidence for the financial benefits and cost-effectiveness of WSUD, 

including whole-of-life costing, to counter resistance based on 

perceived expense. 

“How do we sell the message and demonstrate that WSUD can deliver 

results in a changing climate without impacting affordability? It can’t 

be a choice between affordability and WSUD.” (Interviewee) 

6 Perceptions of practitioners and the 

community  

In late October and early November, an online survey was sent to all 700 

practitioners and community members on the Water Sensitive SA mailing list. 

The survey included 42 questions, many of which were repeated from the 

2021 and 2017 surveys.  

Only 18 responses were received for the survey. The low response rate is not 

a surprise, considering there was no incentive to complete the survey and no 

main topic or issue to be responded to. The survey most probably attracted 

those that are in the ‘converted’ and ‘interested’ sectors. The results should 

be viewed as not entirely representative of the whole WSUD sector.  

The responses to the online survey were 

supportive of the program, reinforcing the 

need for a capacity building program and 

reiterating that the Water Sensitive SA 

program should continue. 

  



Water Sensitive SA – Three-Year Program Review  
 

Wave Consulting Australia              Page 13 of 25 

The 18 respondents were: 

• Almost evenly split between water management professionals (50%) 

and people who work with water management professionals (42%). 

One survey respondent identified as an interested member of the 

community. 

• Mostly from local government, state government and consulting 

sectors (83% in total from these three sectors). 

• Predominantly from engineering (39% of respondents), followed by 

natural resources managers/officers (17%) and scientists (11%). 

• Have worked in the industry for more than 10 years (78% of total 

respondents). 

As only one interested community member responded to the survey, this is 

not a large enough sample to represent the community perspective at large. 

Therefore, the community respondent’s answers were combined with the 

practitioner responses, and the results were not analysed to look at 

differences between the community and practitioners. However, the 

community respondent did state that they had a “neutral” interest in water 

issues whereas all practitioners reported a “high” or “very high” level of 

interest. 

 

Key results 

The following results are taken from some high-level questions, asked to gain 

an overall perception of the success of Water Sensitive SA: 

• 100% of respondents stated that smarter water management is 

important or very important. 

• 95% of respondents stated they believe Water Sensitive SA is value for 

money, from a whole-of-industry investment perspective. 

• 89% of respondents stated that Water Sensitive SA has been an active 

advocate for water sensitive urban design (WSUD) principles and 

performance targets to be reflected in planning policy. 

• 89% of respondents stated that Water Sensitive SA has raised 

awareness of the benefits of WSUD. 

• 83% of respondents indicated they felt they had a ‘good’ or ‘very good’ 

level of WSUD knowledge. 

• 78% of respondents stated that Water Sensitive SA seminars, training, 

technical resources and newsletters have increased their knowledge 

of WSUD. 
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The 18 respondents were satisfied with the program to date, with only a few outliers disagreeing with this statement.  

 

Figure 2. Overall satisfaction with Water Sensitive SA 

6.1 Other noteworthy results 

Water Sensitive SA focused for several years on advocacy to influence the inclusion of WSUD requirements in the Planning and Design Code. Respondents 

overwhelmingly indicated that Water Sensitive SA has been an active advocate (89%). Interestingly, half of respondents (50%) stated they were not familiar with the 

water-related planning rules (or policies) that apply to new developments in their council area, but when ask whether they are satisfied with WSUD development 

controls in their council area, 39% were somewhat satisfied and 39% were either very or somewhat unsatisfied (Figure 3).    
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Figure 3. Satisfaction with local planning controls  

Water Sensitive SA puts on a variety of industry events throughout the year, and the majority of respondents (72%) had attended a Water Sensitive SA event in the 

past. When asked which topics they would be interested in at future Water Sensitive SA events, the following topics were selected most often: 

• How the planning system can support better uptake of water sensitive urban design (WSUD)  

• Ways in which the development industry is integrating water sensitive urban design (WSUD) into new developments 

• Ways in which local Councils are integrating water sensitive urban design (WSUD) into streetscapes, carparks and open spaces. 

Water Sensitive SA is also constantly developing, sharing and promoting tools, and guidelines that help to increase the capacity of practitioners and organisations. 

A survey question was included that asked respondents to indicate which resources they are aware of on the Water Sensitive SA website. Respondents were most 

aware of fact sheets; cooler, greener Adelaide; and guidelines, and were least aware of the image gallery and online tools. Figure 4 presents the data collected 

regarding this issue. 
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Figure 4. Awareness of Water Sensitive SA resources 
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Respondents were then asked what information they would like to see on the Water Sensitive SA website, including the YouTube channel, in the future. There were 

a wide range of responses with little overlap: 

• Less planning policy information and more technical design tools 

• How the planning system works in relation to IWM, where the intervention points are, and what individuals and organisations can do to make the best of 

the opportunities afforded by those intervention points 

• How to make your home water-smart 

• Resources for local councils that quickly showcase and communicate the complexity of WSUD 

• Standard designs 

• Details of successful water sensitive projects. 

Some respondents also noted that better organisation of the website or more promotion of existing videos would be useful.  

Respondents were asked if Water Sensitive SA was the primary source of information for WSUD and technical information. The result, presented in Figure 5, was 

that 61% of respondents agreed with the statement. Only one person disagreed with the statement; this person indicated that they find the Water Sensitive SA 

materials to be too focused on planning or policy and would like to see more design tools and information to help engineers and designers (e.g., standard details, 

design guides, technical resources). 

 

Figure 5. Water Sensitive SA as primary source of technical WSUD information 
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The survey asked respondents what they think the biggest barrier to smarter water management is. The most common response was “cost” (44% of respondents), 

with some noting the cost is a “myth” but that it is a key barrier, nevertheless. The survey also asked respondents if they agree that Water Sensitive SA has raised 

awareness of the whole-of-lifecycle costs of WSUD projects, and the majority of people (78%) agreed or strongly agreed with this statement.  

Finally, respondents were asked to name one thing that Water Sensitive SA has helped them with. Multiple people listed building knowledge and understanding of 

WSUD and stormwater, as well as the capability to advocate, implement change, or influence others. Others listed specific resources, including MUSIC guidelines, 

WSUD maintenance guidelines, the Water Sensitive Cities Australia lifecycle costs tool project, economic tools that support more robust cost/benefit conversations, 

filter plant selection, and on ground WSUD examples.  

6.2 Focus on the future 

The survey asked participants several questions on future focus areas for Water Sensitive SA, including which business plan priorities were most important. 

Respondents overwhelmingly selected “water sensitive development and infrastructure” followed by “green streets and healthy water.” The lowest priority for 

respondents was “water champions.” Respondents also stated that the Water Sensitive SA should focus its future efforts to engage with developers (or the 

development industry) and all levels of government.  

When asked what other resources Water Sensitive SA could offer the community, new developers, designers, or councils, respondents offered the following ideas: 

• More design tools and information to help engineers and designers (e.g., standard details, design guides, technical resources) 

• More resources to work directly with developers 

• Public marketing/awareness campaign 

• Guidance and connections to other professionals, e.g., Ask your mates section 

• Suppliers panel 

• More networking events 

• An email that summarises what resources you have on a topic, with links, to entice people to access it 

• A design function to ongoing maintenance reviews 

• Pursue amendments to planning legislation and policy 

• Stronger advocacy for planning legislation and enforcement 

Water management practitioners were also asked what future WSUD training they or people they work with require. The results are shown in Figure 6. The most 

commonly reported training needs were: 

• Maintenance of WSUD assets 

• Preparing integrated water management plans 

• Design of street-scale raingardens 

• Construction of WSUD assets. 
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Figure 6. Training needs of water management professionals 

Finally, survey participants were asked if they have suggestions for any other areas of focus for the future. Responses included: 

• Creating more SA-based technical resources 

• Increasing stakeholder knowledge about how the planning system works, and the implications of state government policy (e.g., housing) on long-term social 

and ecological outcomes 

• Creating community demand for water sensitive cities through a broader campaign 

• Focusing more on climate resilience 

• Conducting a local government benchmarking study to gauge progress and areas for improvement 
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• Creating standard drawings 

• Integrating urban biodiversity with WSUD and focusing more on threatened aquatic and riparian fringe species 

• Techniques to save labour in WSUD implementation and maintenance 

• Focusing more on integrated water management 

• Enforcement of planning policies. 

6.3 Tracking questions 

In order to understand the change in perceptions of WSUD practitioners, the following questions were asked in 2012, 2017, 2021 and now again in 2024. Note that 

the one interested community member who responded to the 2024 survey was not included in this analysis as previous surveys focused on WSUD practitioners.  

The first tracking question asks where on the ‘water sensitive city’ spectrum Adelaide is current positioned. Figure 7 illustrates how this has been changing since 

2012. As with previous years, most practitioners positioned Adelaide as a “waterways city,” but a smaller percentage of practitioners positioned Adelaide as a “water 

cycle city” and no one positioned Adelaide as a “water sensitive city.” This may indicate a more pessimistic perception of Adelaide’s progress in 2024 than in 2017, 

or it may indicate a more realistic understanding of the city’s position as knowledge of WSUD has grown. However, it is also important to note the much smaller 

sample size in 2024 compared to the other years.  
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Figure 7. Change in practitioners’ perceptions of the position in which their city sits on a spectrum towards a water sensitive city 

The survey also again asked practitioners to identify where their organisation, or South Australia as a whole, sits on a spectrum of organisational development in the 

water industry, from “project” where WSUD/IWM happens only on a project-by-project basis, to “Integrated” where WSUD/IWM is part of core business. The 

responses for all years in presented in Figure 8. 

A similar percentage of respondents placed their organisation (or South Australia) at “growth” and “insider” as in 2021, but a larger percentage of people felt their 

organisation is still a “project” level than in previous years. There is still a long way to go for all practitioners to see themselves working in highly integrated 

organisations.  



Water Sensitive SA – Three-Year Program Review  
 

Wave Consulting Australia              Page 22 of 25 

 

Figure 8. Change in practitioners’ perception of where their organisation is on a spectrum 

There has a clear shift in knowledge of WSUD in the industry over time, with a higher percentage of practitioners reporting “very good” knowledge of WSUD in 2024 

than in previous years (Figure 9). With 82% of the 2024 survey respondents (practitioners only) stating they have attended Water Sensitive SA events and also stating 

that Water Sensitive SA training, technical resources and newsletters have increased their knowledge, Water Sensitive SA’s contribution to this knowledge growth 

is undeniable (albeit 2024’s survey sample size was much smaller than previous years).  
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Figure 9. Change in practitioners’ perception of their knowledge of WSUD 
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7 Recommendations 

Limited funding and resources continues to be the main problem to reconcile 

for the future of Water Sensitive SA. Considerable progress has been made, 

and interviewees and survey respondents recognise the enormous effort and 

laudable successes of the program. However, Water Sensitive SA cannot 

realistically deliver everything that the industry wants or needs to further the 

adoption of WSUD with its current scale of funding.  

It is clear that Water Sensitive SA’s core capacity building services (e.g., 

trainings, case studies, tools) are valued and still needed. It is also clear that 

Water Sensitive SA has had considerable impact on local government, 

supporting increased adoption of WSUD within Councils.  

Water Sensitive SA has also played a significant role in decreasing the financial 

risk associated with WSUD and is viewed as a key enabler in addressing 

financial barriers. Nonetheless, financial concerns, particularly for the 

development sector, remain a key barrier to WSUD adoption. 

Several questions now face the program:  

1. Can the program adequately resource its core capacity building services 

for practitioners and also expand outreach to the sectors identified as 

needing more support (i.e., private developers and the community at 

large)? Should it continue to focus on advocacy? Given the limited 

resources, what should be prioritised? 

2. How can the program streamline its services, increase efficiency, and 

leverage what it has already created?  

3. How can the program extend its reach through new partnerships, or are 

there other funding mechanisms that may be underutilised to expand 

Water Sensitive SA’s resources?  

The recommendations of this review are as follows: 

1. Continue the Water Sensitive SA program. 

2. Continue to provide core services such as training events and 

resources (e.g., case studies and technical guidelines), as they have 

widespread support. Ensure that those materials are regularly 

updated to reflect best practices and emerging technologies, as well 

as continue to focus on technical guidance for engineers, planners and 

designers. 

3. Continue to focus on demonstrating the financial and environmental 

benefits of WSUD and look for opportunities to actively engage with 

the development sector to address financial concerns. 

4. Consider how Water Sensitive SA can use past cost–benefit and life-

cycle studies to promote the fact that “WSUD delivers more affordable 

homes and neighbourhoods.” Build a campaign to advocate for WSUD 

as part of the solution to liveability and housing issues in the state. 

5. Look for opportunities to leverage and promote existing resources to 

increase awareness and uptake of WSUD practices and designs. 

6. At upcoming steering committee meetings, consider the following 

questions: 

o Given the limited resources of Water Sensitive SA, what is the 

priority amongst these three main areas of work: capacity 

building, advocacy, and community engagement? Is there 

capacity in Water Sensitive SA to: 

▪ enhance community awareness about the importance and 

benefits of WSUD? 

▪ diversify outreach efforts to include schools, small-scale 

developers, and non-council entities? 

o Are there opportunities to expand Water Sensitive SA’s reach 

through new partnerships (e.g., universities, research 

institutions) or through unrealised efficiencies (e.g., new training 

formats, reduced reporting, etc.)?  

o Are there other funding mechanisms that may be underutilised to 

expand Water Sensitive SA’s resources?
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8 Appendix A – List of Steering Committee members and stakeholders interviewed 

The list of people interviewed for this project were: 

• Elsie Mann 

• Alison Collins 

• Alex Czura 

• Rachel Murchland 

• Olivia Oliver 

• Sheryn Pitman 

• Angus Rex 

• Hannah Ellyard 

• Martin Allen 


