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4 April 2017 
 
Dear Sir/Madam, 

 
Re: Public Exhibition of the draft District Plans for Greater Sydney 

 
The Cooks River Alliance (CRA) welcomes the opportunity to comment on the draft District Plans 
for Greater Sydney.  The Cooks River Alliance (the Alliance) is a voluntary regional organisation of 
five Councils working towards a common mission to improve the health of the Cooks River. The 
Alliance covers 89% of the 110km2 catchment and represents around 850,000 residents. The 

  
 
The Alliance acknowledges t purpose to support the coordination 
of every area of government activity and delivery and to work positively with local government 
across Greater Sydney.  The Alliance also acknowledges the importance of the 
leadership and advocacy role to bring together public resources and expertise to create a more 
productive, liveable, resilient and sustainable Greater Sydney.  
 
The leadership, advocacy and coordination of the Commission and the implementation of these 
District Plans are critical to shift the Cooks River to a healthy and productive asset for the 
communities of Sydney now and in the future.   
 
 
Recommendation  
  

That the GSC Central District and South District Plans include an additional action under 
Sustainability Priority 1: Maintain and improve waterway quality and health 

 
Action S1: Develop and implement a Cooks River Catchment Strategic Plan.  

 
State agencies including the Department of Planning and Environment, Office of 

Environment and Heritage, Environment Protection Authority, Sydney Water and Local 
Government through the Cooks River Alliance work together to develop a Cooks River 
Catchment Strategic Plan with the aim of ensuring that relevant environmental planning 
instruments address issues in the Cooks river. This would enable a coordinated approach to 
resourcing and planning the conservation and enhancement of the values of the river including 
sustainable water use, urban design and building design, water quality, catchment health, 
biodiversity, liveability as well as outcomes that support the growth of Greater Sydney. 
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Rationale 

A history of fragmented management  
 
Unlike other major urban rivers in Greater Sydney there is no current environmental planning 
instrument that recognises the river as a waterway and provides policy direction across the 
catchment.  
 
The river flows 23 kilometres from Bankstown to Botany Bay with tributaries extending into 
Hurstville and Sydney and a catchment of 110km 2. This is through the heart of Sydney.  The 
management of the river and catchment has a history of a mono-disciplinary approach, a lack of 
coordinated policy and evidence based holistic planning.  
 
Over the last 150 years the river value has been 

by State 
authorities, local government and Sydney Water. The catchment also contains major national and 
state highways, f
covers approximately 457 hectares of reclaimed land that lies within the catchment.  
 
 
 A degraded river as a result 
  
A number of major issues now contribute to the degradation of the river so that it is not fit for 
human contact, with some parts considered the most polluted waterway in Australia.  
 
These include:  

 Catchment urbanisation that has led to hard surfaces and increasing sediment and 
pollutants entering Kamay Botany Bay.   

 Natural areas have been removed, replaced and fragmented including wetlands that acted 
as filtration systems and habitat.  

 An ageing stormwater system focussed on drainage and flood control that carries pollution, 
impacts on stream flows, and fouls aquatic habitats. 

 Degraded sewer infrastructure means sewer overflows into the river during intense or 
prolonged rainfall 

 Ageing concrete and steel bank channelisation that restricts access and recreational 
opportunities as well as being a public hazard.  

 
The community value the river  
 
 This includes:  

 Strong Aboriginal history and current value of the river 
project Aboriginal history of the Cooks River including oral histories   

 High usage for recreational walking, cycling,  organised sport and family groups 
 Rowing and boating clubs utilise the lower river  
 Artists, photographers value the urban contrasts on the river 
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 Over 800 community members regularly participate in clean ups and in community 
organisations to advocate for a cleaner river 

 Many community groups and communities look after and appreciate the biodiversity along 
the river including water birds, flying foxes and the occasional bandicoot.    

 Parts of the community want the river to be swimmable again. 
 The community are demanding change 

 
Planning and improvements are already underway 
 
Councils within the Cooks River Alliance have agreed to begin working with the Office of 
Environment and Heritage to develop a Coastal Zone Management Plan. It is intended that this 
would be the first step to developing a catchment plan for the river. This process would include 
communities, agencies and other stakeholders within the catchment, including Sydney Water.      
 
Sydney Water has been investing in bank naturalisation, artificial wetlands and gross pollutant 
traps. Councils through their own resources and a two million dollar National Landcare Grant have 
been constructing rain gardens and increasing organisational capacity to implement Sustainable 
Urban Water Management.  As well, Councils are implementing Sustainable Urban Water 
Management planning controls and encouraging water sensitive urban design implementation by 
householders.  
 
Consistent planning controls are required across the whole catchment.    
 
 
The potential impact and role of the District plans on the Cooks River catchment  
 
The District Plans identify the need for better strategic planning for waterways.  
  

aterways  

 having clear strategic plans in place to 
help guide how the waterway is protected, enhanced and enjoyed. Many waterways are managed 
by a range of stakeholders and the Commission has a clear role to play in facilitating collaboration 
between stakeholders to deliver better strategic planning.  

The Commission will explore new forms of governance arrangements for the 'Blue Grid' of 
waterways in this regard during the review of A Plan for Growing Sydney in 2017. 
 
A whole of catchment approach (not just a focus on waterways) is required for a healthy waterway.  
 
The District plans will potentially fragment the management of the Cooks River and the catchment .  
 
Without a Cooks River Strategic Catchment Plan the 
priorities, strategies and actions on the river will not be evident. Monitoring data can provide 
indicators of change but it needs to inform a whole of catchment strategy to be fully effective.       
 
Parts of the Cooks River are designated open space for the Green Grid. There are also two priority 
areas: the Cooks River Open Space Corridor; and the Wolli Creek Regional Park and the Bardwell 
Valley Parklands. From the existing minimal public information available on the Green Grid it is not 
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obvious that the entire river is considered as Green Grid open space as it does not look to extend 
to the upper catchment in areas that are not readily accessible. The emphasis on the river as open 
space does not necessarily extend to decisions b  
 
The planning for growth, employment, housing and urban services in the catchment all impact on 
the water quality and health of the river. A Cooks River Strategic Catchment Plan would integrate 
the principles of a water sensitive city not only across the Green Grid priority areas but also the 
rest of the catchment that is marked for growth. Development should not impact on the water 
quality of the river. 
 
The work of the Centre for Cooperative Research for Water Sensitive Cities (CRC WSC) 
demonstrates how water in the urban environment contributes to the productivity, liveability, 
resilience and sustainability of a city, the key goals of the Plan for Growing Sydney and the Draft 
District Plans. 
 
Water Sensitive Planning Principles for Greater Sydney are: 

 Promote development that protects, maintains or restores waterway health and the 
 

 
 Promote integrated water cycle management that holistically considers and drives 

investment in sustainable water supply, reuse, wastewater, and stormwater infrastructure. 
 

 Promote development that fosters the relationship between water, landscapes and urban 
living, to enhance human and social wellbeing and promote community co-design and 
governance in urban areas. 
 

The Cooks River Alliance recognise that the District Plans offer a unique opportunity for the Cooks 
River to become a healthy river once again through the development of a Cooks River Catchment 
Strategic Plan.  

Please do not hesitate to contact Sue Burton on   
should you require further explanation or assistance in developing this recommendation further. 
We would be more than happy to assist.  
 
Again, thank you for this opportunity to comment.  

Yours sincerely, 

 

Sue Burton  
Cooks River Alliance Executive Officer  
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