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So what does 
“water sensitive” 
make you think 

of? 
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A water sensitive city is defined as a place…. 

•  where	we	interact	with	the	urban	water	cycle	to	
•  provide	the	water	security	essential	for	economic	prosperity	through	efficient	use	of	diverse	
available	resources	

•  enhance	and	protect	the	health	of	waterways	and	wetlands,	the	river	basins	that	surround	them,	
and	the	coast	and	bays	

•  mitigate	flood	risk	and	damage	
•  create	public	spaces	that	collect,	clean,	and	recycle	water	

•  The	Cooperative	Research	Centre	for	Water	Sensitive	Cities	describes	it	as:	?



Why is the community important? 

• Water	sensitive	urban	design	is	not	just	about	technical	solutions	and	
environmental	improvement	(on-ground	works)	

•  The	community	will	influence	through	
•  values	they	expect	governments	to	uphold		
in	water	planning	and	decision-making	
•  attitudes	and	behaviours	in	interacting		
with	water	and	the	urban	environment	
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What do Australians think? 

Survey	of	5,194	people	across	Australia	



Water literacy (knowledge) in WA 



Awareness of Water Sensitive City as a concept 

Only	12%	of	the	WA	community	are	familiar	with	
the	term	‘Water	Sensitive	Communities’.	This	is	
higher	in	regional	WA	(17%)	compared	to	the	
Perth	metro	area	(10%).		
	
When	explained,	the	idea	is	appealing,	but	seems	
difficult	and	outside	of	their	personal	control	to	
execute	or	influence.	
	
“To	have	more	trees,	natives	and	greener	suburbs	
to	cool	things	down	is	certainly	a	positive	thing	
but	it	depends	on	the	council.	My	council	is	really	
bad.	They	are	constantly	ripping	out	trees	and	
there’s	nothing	you	can	do	about	it.”	
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Changing community behaviours 

• Need	to	first	engage	with	the	community.	
This	will	
•  Build	support	for	new	policies	and	investments	
•  Build	trust	in	reform	processes	
•  Support	changes	in	personal	behaviour	

• People	with	greater	water	knowledge	
engaged	in	a	higher	level	of	water	
management	behaviours	

(Dean	et	al,	2015)	



So how do we talk to the 
community? 
About	water	sensitive	cities	



Water 
terminology 

Technical	terms	can	enable	efficient	
communication	where	a	shared	
understanding	exists	…	
but	if	not	understood	they	can:	

•  Undermine	readability	of	information		
•  Exclude	individuals	with	poor	recognition	of	technical	
terms	

•  Reduce	trust	in	the	information	provider		
•  Reduce	the	persuasiveness	of	the	information		

In	community	engagement	activities	this	may:	

•  Limit	information	uptake	
•  Undermine	potential	for	information	to	generate	
behaviour	change	or	policy	support	outcomes	

•  (Dean	et	al,	2018)	



Community understanding, exposure and comfort 
with water terms (CRCWSC, 2016) 

Four	hundred	and	fifteen	individuals	surveyed	(Sydney	n	=	104;	Melbourne	n	=	101;	Brisbane	n	=	105;	Perth	n	=	105).	Mean	
age	was	47.1	years	(SD	18.0,	range	18–90);	50.8%	(n	=	211)	were	female.	One	quarter	(24.8%,	n	=	103)	had	not	received	

education	beyond	high	school,	and	half	reported	a	gross	household	income	of	less	than	$80,000	(AUD).		



What does this mean? 
•  Poor	understanding	may	lead	to	
information	seeking	in	community	
members	
•  Individuals	at	risk	of	being	disengaged	–	
with	poor	water-related	knowledge	or	
low	education	–	are	less	likely	to	seek	
information	about	technical	terms	

•  So	-	minimise	use	of	these	terms	
especially	in	brief	formats	(e.g.	headings,	
short	flyers)	unless	there	is	an	
opportunity	to	provide	definitions	or	
contextual	information	



How should we talk to the 
community? 



Getting the community on-board 
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Dean	et	al,	2016	



Ask them what they think 

What	comes	to	mind	when	you	see	stormwater?	
	
• Most	frequent	responses	relate		
to	excess	water	and	flooding	
•  Limited	reference	to	pollution	

Dean	et	al,	2015	
	



What happens with more context? 
Concepts	not	difficult	–	people	
responded	well	to	information	

Poor	community	understanding			“I	didn’t	
realise	that	stormwater	washed	all	the	

rubbish	out	to	sea,	I	thought	it	just	cleaned	
everything	up….not	that	it	did	any	harm”		

Poor	issue	visibility																
“We	don’t	see,	to	a	large	

extent,	where	our	stormwater	
goes”	



Need to show impact 

Nature	of	the	problem	
	

“show	people	how	much	
rubbish	builds	up…”	

	
“I	would	be	interested	
to	see	the	stats,	what	
chemicals	are	going	into	
the	environment…	to	

explain	what’s	happening…”	

Individual	action	
	

“Show	us	the	difference	
we	can	make”	

	
“explain	why	you’re	

asking	me	to	do	this…	we	
want	to	know	the	

impact”	

Impact	of	WSUD	
	

“I	don’t	think	it	would	
hurt	to	have	some	

signage,	saying	this	is	
what	we’re	doing	and	
this	is	what	it	does”	

	
	





Getting the message right: using frames 

Using	a	sustainability	message	
frame	can	increase	support	for	
water	sensitive	cities	among	the	

‘disengaged’	while	using	a	
productivity	message	can	

reduce	it	



Images 

Images	can	be	an	
effective	mechanism	
for	engaging	people,	
particularly	for	
communicating	
unfamiliar	or	
complex	concepts		
	
	
Schultz	et	al,	2015	



Using images 
•  Choose	images	that	have	flowers	or	
vibrant	green	foliage	to	showcase	
raingardens	and	greenwalls		
•  Use	local	images	as	much	as	possible		
•  Images	of	people	using	green	infrastructure	
engages	people	with	the	topic	of	water	
sensitive	cities	
•  Avoid	the	use	of	images	that	elicit	disgust,	
like	stormwater	drains	and	degraded	
waterways,	as	this	has	negative	
consequences	for	message	engagement	
and	policy	support,	particularly	among	
individuals	that	are	disengaged	with	water	
issues		



Using less jargon 
Don’t	assume	people	understand	‘common’	terms	



Which term 
should we 

use? 

Waterwise	city		
Ecocity	/	Biocity		

Water	community	
	Green	city	

Clean	city	

Nature	city		
Water	friendly	

	Water	conscious	

Brisbane	City	Council	
	



Use terms that align with what the 
community knows and values 

Water	saving	
practices	(home	
and	garden)	

Landscape	
planning	and	

design	

Health	benefits	
of	water	

Water	saving	
equipment	 Water	Sources	

High	
The	community	has	

heard	water	conservation	
messages	for	decades,	
and	feel	they	are	well	

informed	as	to	the	steps	
they	can	take	to	make	
personal	changes.	

Med-High		
Gardening	overall	is	

trending	as	a	theme,	and	
the	community	is	

becoming	more	educated	
about	Waterwise	

gardens.	

High	
Intuitively,	customers	
know	water	is	good	for	
our	health	and	our	
lifestyle.	The	mental	

health	benefits	of	water	
however	are	not	top	of	

mind.	

Med	
Knowledge	of	water	
saving	equipment	is	
linked	to	personal	

experience.	Community	is	
aware	that	options	are	
available,	but	not	aware	
of	all	options	and	the	
process	and	cost	for	

installing.	

Med	
Customers	know	that	we	
receive	water	from	a	

variety	of	water	sources,	
but	there	is	little	

understanding	of	the	
proportions	of	each,	or	

how	they	work	
(particularly	
groundwater).	

High	
With	the	water	situation	
as	it	is,	it	is	important	
that	the	community	

continues	water	saving	
practices	in	the	home	

and	the	garden.	
	

High	
Compared	to	

infrastructure	and	design,	
landscaping	in	customer’s	
community	and	home	is	
more	visible,	therefore	

perceived	to	be	
important.	

	

High	
A	message	that	the	

community	wants	to	(and	
should)	hear.	

	

High	
Considered	an	easy	win	

to	help	customers	
continue	to	save	water,	
particularly	if	rebates	or	
small	incentives	are	

offered.	
	

Med-High	
Customers	want	to	know	
where	their	water	is	

coming	from,	but	will	not	
go	out	of	their	way	to	

find	out.	
	

Level of 
Knowledge 

Level of 
Importance 

Source:	Qualitative	Research	with	Customers	



Community Perceptions of Water Sensitive Themes 

(Reducing)	Urban	
Heat	

Infrastructure	
Planning	and	

Design	
Value	of	Water	 Water	Cycle	

Low	
Intrinsically	considered,	but	
not	something	customers	
actively	think	about.	They	
can	understand	the	benefits	

of	a	cool	community	
however.	

Med	
Customers	are	generally	
aware	that	there	are	

innovations	in	this	space,	and	
newer	developments	are	
more	environmentally	

conscious.	

Med	
Customers	feel	water	is	
relatively	cheap,	and	

therefore	there	are	limited	
financial	benefits	to	saving	
water.	Electricity	on	the	

other	hand,	is	thought	to	be	
costly	enough	to	make	
people	consider	usage	

quantities.	

Low	
Familiar	with	the	idea	of	the	
water	cycle,	but	very	little	
knowledge	of	how	the	

different	types	of	water	fit	
together,	and	how	it	impacts	

our	water	use.	

High	
Directly	impacts	quality	of	
life,	and	an	easy	theme	for	
the	community	to	buy	into	
(beyond	water	conservation)	
–	visuals	have	a	strong	role	
to	play.	Currently	little	
understanding	of	how	to	
influence	this	though.	

Med	
Not	important	for	the	

everyday	customer,	but	it	is	
important	that	the	

information	is	known	/	
available	when	making	
planning	and	design	

decisions.	
	

High	
Customers	should	place	

greater	value	on	water	given	
it	is	a	scarce	resource.	

Low	
Low	personal	interest,	but	an	

understanding	that	it	is	
important	for	the	community	
to	understand	to	be	truly	

water	sensitive.	Community	
needs	to	be	educated	as	to	

why	this	is	important.	
	

Level of 
Knowledge 

Level of 
Importance 

Source:	Qualitative	Research	with	Customers	



So our toughest terms seem to be…  

• Urban	heat	island	
• Riparian	
• Biofilter/rain	garden	
• Decentralised	supply	
•  Fit	for	purpose	
•  Total	water	cycle	management	
• Green	infrastructure	
• Water	sensitive	



Using less jargon 

What	should	we	call	a	biofilter?	
•  Biocleaning		
•  Natural	filters/filtration		
•  Natural	purification		
•  Natural	pollutant	removal		
•  Eco	cleaning	

What	should	we	call	Recycled	water?		
•  Smart	water		
•  Reusable	water		
•  Clean/cleaned	water		
•  New	Water		
•  Purified	water		
•  Reclaimed	water		
• Water	rejuvenation		
• Waste	nothing	water	system	

Use	plants	and	soil	to	
clean	stormwater	



Using less jargon 

What	should	we	call	Urban	heat	
island	effect		
• Urban	heat	sink/store	
• City/urban	climate		
• City	heat		
•  Inner	city	warming		
• Hot	city	

What	should	we	call	Microclimate?	
•  Localised/local	environment		
• Unique	climate	
•  Local	conditions		
• Variable	climate		
• Climate	diversity		
• Mini	climate		
• Microtemp	

Cool,	shady	city	



Using less jargon 

What	should	we	call	Decentralised	
water	supply?	
•  Local/localised	water	supply	
•  Non-mains	water		
•  Neighbourhood	water	supply/	system		
•  Urban	water	collection	system		
•  Shared	water	assets		
•  MyWater	Water	hub		
•  Renewed	water		
•  Harvest	Water	

What	should	we	call	Fit	for	purpose	
water?	
•  Designed	water		
• Water	for	purpose		
• Wise	use	of	water		
•  Special	purpose	water		
•  Purpose	specific	water	treatment		
• Water	suitability	



Tips for engaging communities in WSC 

Knowledge	is	important	but	multi-dimensional.	People’s	knowledge	may	be	good	
in	some	areas	but	poor	in	others	

Key	technical	aspects	are	usually	not	understood	unless	there	is	a	personal	
connection.	Show	people	how	they	can	help.	Make	it	locally	relevant	

Avoid	jargon.	Even	words	like	stormwater	and	groundwater	may	not	be	
understood.	

A	lot	of	people	are	not	accessing	information	–	consider	targeting	certain	social	
groups.	Make	it	relevant!	Make	it	visible!	



How should 
we describe a 
water 
sensitive city? 

Healthy	plants	and	animals	

Rainwater	from	all	surfaces	can	
feed	our	plants	

Green,	shady,	cool	

Our	water	comes	from	many	places	

Use	water	wisely	and	for	a	fit	
purpose	
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Thank you for listening! 

More	information	can	be	found	on	the	following	websites	
	
CRC	for	Water	Sensitive	cities	
	
watersensitivecities.org.au	 	 	www.newwaterways.org.au		
	

Shelley	Shepherd	
shelley@Urbaqua.org.au	



Local Government 
Urban Forest 
Working Group 
to	build	the	capacity	of	Local	Government,	
identifying	gaps	and	developing	practical	
planning	outcomes	and	tools	



Local 
Government 
Urban Forest 

Working 
Group 

 

•  WALGA	has	established	a	Working	Group	for	Local	Government	
officers	to	investigate	Local	Government’s	role	in	Urban	Forest	
management,	planning	and	implementation.	

•  The	purpose	of	the	group	is	to	build	the	capacity	of	Local	
Government,	identifying	gaps	and	developing	practical	planning	
outcomes	and	tools.	The	Working	Group	will	operate	as	a	
community	of	practice	for	members	to	share	their	experiences	and	
support	collective	action	for	progressing	agreed	priority	issues.		

•  The	inaugural	meeting	was	on	Monday	22	July.	It	was	attended	by	
representatives	from	20	Local	Governments	across	WA.	The	
membership	of	the	group	is	made	up	of	a	diverse	mix	of	
backgrounds	from	Parks	and	Gardens,	Planning,	and	Environment	
and	Sustainability	to	allow	for	cross-cutting	solutions	to	this	‘wicked	
problem’.	The	first	meeting	was	very	successful	with	the	group	
discussing	and	agreeing	on	the	main	priorities	and	ToR,	as	well	as	
having	an	opportunity	to	get	to	know	each	other.		

•  For	any	Local	Governments	wanting	to	participate	or	hear	more	on	
the	Group,	contact	either	Chris	Hossen,	Senior	Planner,	or	Jade	
Mains,	Environment	Policy	Officer	at	WALGA.		



What do we need (to do better) to deliver 
Urban Forests (choose up to 3)? 
1.  Community	education	
2.  Planning	controls	
3.  Research	
4.  More	water	
5.  State	Government	support	
6.  Better	access	to	canopy	data	
7.  Other	–	provide	these	comments	on	poll	#3	

Go	to	www.menti.com	
and	enter	the		
code:	48	27	49	



What Science is missing? (choose up to 3) 

1.  Impact	of	changing	climate	on	tree	species	
2.  Right	species,	right	space	
3.  Benefits	of	urban	canopy	-	quantified	
4.  Maintenance	costs	of	urban	canopy	–	quantified	
5.  Maintenance	practices	
6.  Community	attitudes	
7.  Other	–	Provide	comments	on	priorities	in	slide	3	

Go	to	www.menti.com		
enter	the	code:	48	27	49	



So what else is 
missing? 

Think	about	what	we	need	to	do	
better…	
	
What	other	research	do	we	need?	
What	are	the	key	issues?	
What	should	we	be	addressing	as	
a	priority?	Go	to	www.menti.com		

enter	the	code:	48	27	49	



Put your 
business card 

in the 
bucket…. 

If	you	are	involved/planning	research	programs	
for	Urban	Forests	
	
WALGA	would	love	to	contact	you	for	further	
information	
	
Thank	you!	


