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The Cooks River Alliance respectfully acknowledges the Wangal, Cadigal and Gameygal, the Traditional Custodians 
of the Cooks River catchment, and also acknowledges other Aboriginal people who have made the river their 
home. The Alliance pays respect to Elders past, present and future.

For over a thousand generations, the Cooks River catchment has been home to Aboriginal people who have 
fostered cultural and spiritual connections to the river as it evolved over many millennia.

The Cooks River Alliance recognises that it is vital to maintain strong partnerships with Aboriginal people and 
organisations across the catchment.

Acknowledgement
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The Catchment

The Cooks River begins as a 
series of small watercourses 
near Graf Park in Bankstown 
and flows 23km in a generally 
easterly direction to enter 
Botany Bay just south of 
Sydney’s Kingsford Smith 
Airport. It runs through some of 
the most heavily urbanised and 
industrialised areas in Australia.

The river’s catchment covers 
about 100km2. The care 
and control of the river 
is a complicated issue as 
responsibility is shared 
between nine local councils, 
Metropolitan Local Aboriginal 
Land Council, Sydney Water, the NSW Government and industry.

The Cooks River catchment provides many benefits which contribute to the community’s well-being and quality of 
life, including wetlands and bushland that provide vital habitat, as well as many parks and facilities. All people living 
in the catchment, regardless of their proximity to the river, can make a difference to its health and quality.

Message from the Chair
The past four years have been a significant period for the Cooks River Alliance, 
delivering the 2014-2017 Action Plan, including a four-year $1.97 million 
Australian Government Caring for Country grant. 

The grant enabled the Alliance to focus on delivering on-ground works to 
improve the Cooks River, building community capacity and connections with 
the River, and sharing Aboriginal people’s cultural values and skills in Caring for 
Country. In the context of ongoing change within all levels of government, the 
Alliance has continued to highlight the immense value of a coordinated and 
collaborative approach to river and catchment management. 

The Alliance and its partnership of four Councils will continue to build on these 
activities as we set out new goals and a strategic plan to direct the efforts of the 
Alliance.

Cr Darcy Byrne, Mayor Inner West Council
Chair Cooks River Alliance 
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About this Report

The People. Places. Connection report details how activities delivered in seven focus areas between 2014-2017 
contributed towards realising the long-term outcomes outlined in the 2014 Cooks River Alliance Management 
Plan and corresponding Action Plan.

Alliance membership 2014-2017

In 2011, the Cooks River Alliance was formally established through the signing of a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MoU) by eight of the thirteen councils in the Cooks River catchment. These councils 
represented 92% of the catchment area: Ashfield Council, Bankstown City Council, City of Canterbury, City of 
Sydney, Marrickville Council, Hurstville City Council, Rockdale City Council and Strathfield Council.

In May 2016 the Local Government (Council Amalgamations) Proclamation resulted in a reduction in Alliance 
members from eight to six councils.

In 2016-17, the Alliance became a partnership of five catchment councils covering 88% of the Cooks River 
catchment: Bayside Council, City of Canterbury-Bankstown Council, City of Sydney, Inner West Council and 
Strathfield Council.  

FOCUS AREA LONG-TERM OUTCOME

Culture and Country A focus on Culture and Country is embedded across all long-term outcomes.

Sustainable urban 
water management

The quality and volumes of water flowing to the Cooks River from all parts of the 
catchment better reflect the natural water cycle.

Biodiversity Natural habitats are thriving and connected across the catchment.

Community action Communities actively participate to improve the health of the catchment.

Capacity building
The Alliance councils have a high capacity for, and are known for, their leadership in 
sustainable urban water and catchment management. 

Catchment 
information

Accessible, centralised and up-to-date information about the catchment is readily 
available.

Catchment 
resilience

The catchment’s resilience to pressures from changing environments has increased.
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The Alliance

Our Mission 
Councils working together with communities for a healthy Cooks River catchment.

Governance 

The Alliance operated at the elected and staff levels via 
three key governance committees: the Board, the Executive 
Committee, and the Steering Committee.

The Board

The Board was the decision-making body of the Alliance. 
The Board was made up of up to two councillors, or in the 
case of an amalgamated council, up to two representatives 
delegated by the Administrator. Three community members 
also spoke on behalf of catchment communities.

Executive Committee

The Executive Committee was an administrative 
management committee  supervising the Executive Officer. 
The Executive Committee was made up of the Chair, 
Deputy Chair, a representative from the host council, and 
elected representatives from two other member councils or 
administration representatives.

Steering Committee

The Steering Committee provided advice on the 
implementation of the Alliance Management and Action 
Plans. The Committee comprised at least one representative 
from each member council, and all Secretariat staff.

Alliance Secretariat

The Secretariat was hosted by Strathfield Council from 2014 
to 2017. The Alliance employed a small team to manage 
the day-to-day activities of the Alliance and to drive the 
implementation of the Management and Action Plans.

Membership

The Alliance members were councils located in the Cooks 
River catchment who had made an agreed financial 
contribution to the Alliance.

Funders

Core funding was from Council member contributions. The 
Alliance activities were supported through $1.97 million in 
funding from the Australian Government. During this time, 
the Alliance was also funded by the NSW Government for 
litter activities.

2014 - 2016

May 2016 Post-amalgamation

2016/17
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*Note: The Local Government (Council Amalgamations) Proclamation in May 2016 dissolved all Councillor committees and the Administrator 
became the representative.

Board Members 2014 - 2017

BOARD MEMBERS COUNCIL 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17*
Cr. Brian Robson Mayor City of Canterbury, Chair 2013-2016 ✓ ✓ ✓

Cr. Philip Sansom
Hurstville City Council 

Deputy Chair until November 2015
✓ ✓ ✓

Cr. Lucille McKenna Mayor Ashfield Council ✓ ✓ ✓

Cr. Khal Asfour Mayor Bankstown City Council ✓ ✓

Cr. Christine Forster City of Sydney ✓ ✓ ✓

Cr. Victor Macri Mayor Marrickville Council ✓

Cr. David Leary Marrickville Council ✓ ✓

Cr. Shane O’Brien Mayor Rockdale City Council ✓ ✓ ✓

Cr. Andrew Soulos Strathfield Council, Chair from December 2016 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Cr. Monica Wangmann Ashfield Council ✓ ✓

Cr. Naji Najjar Bankstown City Council ✓ ✓ ✓

Cr. Linda Eisler City of Canterbury ✓

Cr. Linda Scott City of Sydney ✓ ✓ ✓

Cr. Chris Woods Marrickville Council ✓ ✓ ✓

Cr. Liz Barlow Rockdale City Council ✓

Cr. Daniel Bott Strathfield Council ✓ ✓ ✓

Cr. Andrew Tsounis
Rockdale City Council 

Deputy Chair and Chair between 2015 - 2017
✓ ✓ ✓

Cr. Jess Miller
City of Sydney 

Deputy Chair from December 2016 - June 2017
✓

Cr. Jess Scully City of Sydney ✓

Cr. Raj Datta Strathfield Council ✓

POST-AMALGAMATION  ADMINISTRATOR NOMINEES

Chris Woods Inner West Council ✓

David Dekel
Coordinator Policy & Strategy 

Bayside Council
✓

James Carey
Director City Futures 

City of Canterbury Bankstown
✓

COMMUNITY BOARD MEMBERS

Ms. Helen Hume (until September 2015) ✓ ✓ ✓

Mr. John Butcher (until September 2015) ✓ ✓ ✓

Mr. Paul Thomas (until September 2015) ✓ ✓ ✓

Mr. Brian Shaw (from September 2015) ✓ ✓

Ms. Justine Langford (from September 2015) ✓ ✓

Mr. Mark Kibby (from September 2015) ✓ ✓

6    People. Place. Connections.



Published one Aboriginal  
history book

Recorded and exhibited 12  
oral histories

Employed 35 Aboriginal 
contractors

ON-GROUND WORKS

COLLABORATION & COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

INFORMATION & COMMUNICATION

CAPACITY BUILDING

Constructed seven rain gardens
Water quality monitoring results for two rain gardens

Completion of three-year intensive on-ground  
restoration at Landing Lights Wetland

Coordinated three major community 
events for 3,200 participants 

Engaged 300+ school 
students in water sensitive 

urban design activities

Reached 1450+ culturally 
and linguistically diverse 

community members about 
stormwater pollution

Published three Ecological 
Health Report Cards 

Launched one new website

Delivered 30+ professional development 
opportunities to more than 370 attendees

Attended 46 meetings and activities 
with Aboriginal advisory committees and 

stakeholders

Produced nine short films 
in  seven languages about 

community connections 
to water and stormwater 

pollution

Wrote 10 submissions to 
federal and state government

Collected 10,000+ bags 
of rubbish and weeds and 
spread 4,290 sqm of mulch

CULTURE & COUNTRY

Hosted Culture & Country Day 
for 200 attendees

Renaming 1 wetlands site

HIGHLIGHTS 2014-2017
Achievements of member councils working together through the Alliance
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Culture and Country

Over the last four years, the 
Alliance attended 46 meetings and 
activities with Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander advisory committees 
and stakeholders. It also employed 
35 contractors in various speciality 
areas including advocacy, 
education, technology, art, culture 
and heritage. Highlights included:

• Metro Local Aboriginal Land 
Council undertaking Cultural 
Heritage assessments of the 
seven rain garden sites and the 
Landing Lights Wetlands; 

• Aboriginal Advisory Committees 
engaged in the ongoing 
development of on-ground 
works. Relevant committees were 
invited to site visits, workshops 
and tours designed to network 
participants, share and grow 
skills, and build interest and 
knowledge of the river; 
 

• Aboriginal stakeholder 
participation in a key legislative 
reform impacting the waterway 
(IPART review of Sydney Water’s 
pricing proposal) in 2015-16. 

Aboriginal history of the river

The book ‘Aboriginal history along 
the Cooks River’ written by Dr Paul 
Irish, uses existing archaeological 
and historical records to tell part of 
a story that spans over a thousand 
of generations of Aboriginal people 
that have lived along the river and 
in the catchment. The publication 
is available to download for free 
online on the Alliance website. The 
information has been stored at 
Marrickville Library for future access 
by the community. 

Aboriginal oral histories 

The written history was 
complemented with 12 oral 
histories from local Aboriginal 
community members who all share 

a connection to the river. Compiled 
by artist Asher Milgate, this consists 
of photo portraits and taped 
interviews. It was displayed in the 
Stirrup Gallery. 

Traditional ecological knowledge

A virtual simulation of the Cooks 
River has been developed that 
enables users to travel back to 1770 
and explore the river while learning 
about traditional ecological 
knowledge. 

Renaming project

The Alliance worked closely 
with Sydney Water to assist the 
Metropolitan Local Aboriginal Land 
Council and the City of Canterbury 
Bankstown Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Reference Group 
to rename Chullora Wetlands on 
Freshwater Creek to Yana Badu 
Wetlands.

A focus on Culture and Country is embedded across all long-term outcomes.
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Culture and Country Day 

In June 2017, 200 people attended 
the Culture and Country Day 
to share Aboriginal history and 
knowledge of the Cooks River, and 
connect with local communities. An 
expert panel discussion focussed 
on how to better incorporate the 
Aboriginal heritage and current 
Aboriginal values of the river 
into future river management. 
Attendees represented a diverse 
range of community stakeholders, 
including member council staff, 
teachers, librarians, historians and 
museum staff, and importantly 
around 50 local Aboriginal 
community members.

Prior to the Culture and Country 
event, 55% of participants had 
no or little knowledge about 
Aboriginal connections to the 
Cooks River. Only 13% reported 
knowing a moderate amount or a 
lot. Following the event, 84% felt 
they knew a moderate amount or 
a lot.

“…having the CRA get this day 
together and making Aboriginal 
history and Aboriginal culture 
and Aboriginal knowledge an 
integral part of their projects 
… It invigorates my sense of 
caring for country” — Jennifer 
Newman (Wiradjuri), Elder, City of 
Canterbury Bankstown Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Reference 
Group 

“This is one of the most rewarding 
days and rewarding events that I’ve 
ever been associated with. I look 
around and there were probably 
around 25 different diverse groups 
represented here and they’re 
all joined at the hip. They were 
captivated by what they saw and 
what they heard.” — Phil Duncan 
(Kamilaroi), Chair, National Water 
Commission, First Nations Water 
Engagement Council

“There’s a journey that the 
Alliance is on, and community is 
coming with them. And that is 
sometimes rare, especially in river 
management.” — Brad Moggridge 
(Kamilaroi), Hyrologist & Aboriginal 
Water Expert

From the evaluator:

The Alliance’s consistent 
consultation and active 
engagement with members of 
local Aboriginal communities 
and their key representative 
bodies over a number of years 
built considerable trust. This 
formed a solid foundation 
from which to develop two 
key projects — an Aboriginal 
History along the Cooks 
River Catchment and the 
Aboriginal Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge project — which 
have had the following impact:

1. Acknowledgement and 
incorporation of traditional 
Aboriginal interpretation 
of archaeological evidence 
along the Cooks River, 
some of which has been 
Aboriginal-led;

2. Engagement with Aboriginal 
suppliers across key aspects 
of the public face of natural 
resource management 
projects;

3. Delivery of legacy projects 
that are future-focused;

4. Influence amongst natural 
resource management 
partners.
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Sustainable Urban Water 
Management

The natural water cycle is a 
continuing process of evaporation, 
condensation, precipitation, run-
off, infiltration and transpiration. 
The process is disrupted in urban 
areas where buildings, concrete 
and other impervious surfaces 
prevent water from soaking into 
the ground. Land use that has 
impervious surfaces comprise over 
90% of the Cooks River catchment.
Stormwater is therefore a signficant 
issue for the catchment, collecting 
rubbish and other pollutants as it 
flows into the Cooks River.

The $1.97 million Australian 
Government grant enabled the 
delivery of seven pollutant reducing 
rain gardens to six of the original 
eight Alliance members, with City 
of Sydney and the former Ashfield 
Council taking part in community 
engagement components. 

Why raingardens?

Raingardens are designed to 
collect stormwater run-off and to 
slow or stop flow downstream. The 
plants and soil also work together 
to filter pollutants and sediments 
and improve the quality of water 
that goes on to flow into the river. 
The rain gardens demonstrate how 
water sensitive urban design can 
improve stormwater quality and 
return catchment runoff to a more 
natural flow regime. The knowledge 
gained by staff participating in 
the process of designing and 
constructing the rain gardens 
will also help to identify other 
opportunities for incorporating 
water sensitive urban design into 
future public domain projects. 

How effective are raingardens?

The Cooks River Alliance is working 
with Western Sydney University 
to monitor the effectiveness of 
the raingardens’ treatment of 
stormwater. Preliminary water 
quality monitoring undertaken in 
June 2017 at both Scouller Street 
and Emery Avenue rain gardens 
indicate that pollutants including 
heavy metals, nutrients and E. 
coli are being removed. Once 
all seven rain gardens are fully 
established and operational, the 
full suite of monitoring will be 
carried out during a consistent 
rainfall event across the region. 
Periodic monitoring of relevant 
pollutants will be undertaken over 
the following 12 months.

The quality and volumes of water flowing to the Cooks River from 
all parts of the catchment better reflect the natural water cycle.
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Council Raingarden 
location Size

Size of 
catchment area 

treated
Supporting activities

Inner West
Murdoch Park, 

Marrickville
9.9m2 2000m2

• Treats a residential area.
• Native species planted in park.

Georges 
River

Butler Reserve, 
Kingsgrove

185m2 2.6ha

• Constructed in conjunction with playground 
upgrade.

• Excavated soil used to create new nature 
playground landforms.

• Old play equipment used as art installations.

City of 
Canterbury 
Bankstown

Kingsbury 
Reserve, 

Kingsgrove
610m2 8ha

• Extensive native vegetation planting to improve 
the area’s biodiversity.

Forrester 
Reserve, 

Kingsgrove
150m2 2ha • Treats a mixed industrial and residential area.

Former 
Bankstown

Emery Avenue, 
Bankstown

35m2 1.4ha
• Trialling alternative design.
• Hybrid system incorporates a hydrocon pipe to 

increase treatment capacity.

Former 
Marrickville

Scouller 
Street, 

Marrickville
51m2 1.15ha

• Designed to also improve pedestrian links and 
local streetscape.

• Consists of two interconnected raingardens and a 
swale at a street intersection.

Strathfield

Madeline 
Street, 

Strathfield 
South

195m2 3ha

• Still under construction at time of publishing.
• A diverse mix of plants will aim to increase area’s 

biodiversity.
• Treats a mixed industrial and residential area.

Raingardens constructed between 2014-2017

Report on Alliance activities 2014-2017 11



Professional Learning

A central factor behind the 
formation of the Cooks River 
Alliance was the opportunity to 
share information and increase the 
collective ability of member council 
staff to effectively and efficiently do 
their jobs.

The Alliance focused on three 
approaches for building capacity 
for natural resource management: 
general professional development; 
a workshop program based on a 
needs analysis; and raingarden 
building and supervision.

General professional 
development

Over the four years, more than 
30 professional development 
opportunities for member council 
staff were delivered to in excess 
of 370 attendees. These include 
workshops, conferences, forums 
and guest speakers. Among the 
major investments were:

• Three climate change workshops 
with the CSIRO and member 
councils;

• Cooperative Research Centre 
for Water Sensitive Cities 
membership, workshops and 
conferences;

• MUSIC stormwater modelling 
workshops; and 
 

• Several sessions of leadership, 
management, project 
management and ‘influencing 
others’ workshops.

These workshops were 
supplemented by a series 
of guest speakers and tours 
related to understanding current 
developments in the water sensitive 
urban design area and the broader 
context in which Water Sensitive 
Urban Design (WSUD) sits.

Sustainable Urban Water 
Management training was 
well attended by council staff 
and participants gave positive 
feedback with comments such as 
“it was a great overview”, “I will 
be more aware of what to look 
for in assessing development 
applications with WSUD” and “I will 
incorporate budget for WSUD for 
future projects.”

The Alliance councils have a high capacity for, and are known 
for, their leadership in sustainable urban water and catchment 
management.
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Needs-based workshop program

In 2017, a series of targeted 
workshops were developed 
tailored to what each Alliance 
council wanted most. It was 
delivered to 112 participants 
using eight separate workshops 
and involved participants from all 
member councils. In addition to 
the training sessions, a series of 
detailed guidance and reference 
documents were prepared to 
support council officers to further 
develop sustainable urban water 
management practice.

This needs approach delivered a 
high customer satisfaction rating 
(96% rated the workshops as either 
good or excellent). Relevance and 
likelihood to recommend also 
scored high. 

Raingarden building and 
supervision

A key component of the entire 
project was building raingardens 
in different strategic locations. 
Capacity was built through overall 
project management, learnings 
from the specifics of each site and 
in some cases, innovating through 
problem-solving the specific 
challenges presented by the sites. 
Results monitoring has enabled 
the development of case studies 
to continue to develop capacity in 
design and construction.

From the evaluator:

Regardless of the baseline of 
capacity that existed, all raingarden 
projects delivered a tangible 
increase in experience and depth 
of knowledge with this form of 
stormwater management. This 
experience promoted further 
cultural change and innovation.

There was a palpable pride and 
enthusiasm in some cases for 
what had been achieved and 
the possibilities that were being 
planned for further application. 

Best practice for capacity building 
was adopted by the Alliance in 
carrying out a strategic needs 
analysis amongst member councils 
and tailoring a program of 
workshops accordingly.
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Biodiversity

Due to the highly developed 
nature of the catchment, the 
remnant wetlands, bushland 
and surrounding modified areas 
are of high ecological value and 
importance for conservation of 
biodiversity within the region. They 
support diversity and a number 
of native fauna species including 
birds, mammals, fish, reptiles, 
amphibians, insects and other 
invertebrates. The conservation 
and monitoring of these areas is 
therefore a priority for the Alliance.

In 2015/16, the Alliance 
participated in the Expert 
Committee for the Connected 
Corridors for Biodiversity project 
run by Southern Sydney Regional 
Organisation of Councils. This 
project developed a regional 
biodiversity corridor map. The 
Alliance secured an agreement 
to extend the mapping along the 
entire above-ground reach of the 
river. 

Landing Lights Wetlands (also 
known as Riverine Park Wetlands) 
is a 2 hectare site located at 
Spring Street, Banksia and is one 
of Bayside Council’s (formerly 
Rockdale City Council) most 
environmentally significant natural 
areas. This site is one of the few 
saline wetlands on the Cooks River 
and includes threatened salt marsh 
vegetation.

Migratory birds visit during the 
warmer months to feed and fatten 
up before returning home to breed. 
The wetland also provides potential 
habitat to a number of threatened 
Australian coastal bird species. 

The challenge

This site suffered from significant 
weed infestation from exotic and 
inappropriate Australian plant 
species. This was slowly impacting 
on the condition and extent of the 
salt-marsh as well as habitat quality. 
The restoration project addressed 
the serious decline of shorebirds 
by providing habitat. An additional 
benefit was that this section of 
the Cooks River catchment was 
enhanced and protected into the 
future in relation to water quality. 

Council restoration works

To protect this site, Rockdale City 
Council supported by the Alliance 
undertook significant restoration 
to protect the existing salt-marsh. 
This included the removal of 
mangroves, Casuarinas, Acacias 
and other exotic and inappropriate 
species within and adjacent to 
the Landing Lights Wetlands. 
The project noted an increase in 
saltmarsh species due to active 
saltmarsh transplanting and natural 
regeneration following weed 
removal. The removal of tall trees 
provided the birds with better 
line of sight needed to see the 
approach of potential predators. 
To compensate for this vegetation 
removal, Council planted two new 
local native species throughout the 
City for each tree removed.

Community engagement

More than 250 people were 
engaged in activities at Landing 
Lights raising awareness of the 
importance of Rockdale’s wetlands 
and the restoration works. This 
included community planting 
days, wetland and bike tours and 
the development of The Flock, 
a community bird watching and 

Natural habitats are thriving and connected across the catchment.

Landing Lights Wetlands restoration
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monitoring group. The Flock meet 
monthly to monitor the number 
of native and migratory birds and 
assisted council to compile a list of 
migratory and coastal birds seen at 
the Wetlands.

Ecological Health Report Card

Health Report Cards were 
published yearly and detail 
the comprehensive monitoring 
program of the ecological health of 
the Cooks River using water quality 
indicators, macroinvertebrate 
richness and abundance, and an 
assessment of riparian vegetation. 

Monitoring results revealed that 
despite minor improvements at 
some sites, the overall health of 
the river is still considered poor 
and shows typical symptoms 
of the urban stream syndrome. 
These symptoms include 
macroinvertebrate and diatom 
communities that are affected 
by excessive nutrients, a lack of 
complex aquatic habitats and 
frequent high velocity flows. 
Riparian vegetation and the 
condition of creek channels was 
also degraded, reflected by 

bank erosion, riparian weeds, 
channelisation and litter.

Water quality across freshwater 
sites was often compliant with 
regional guidelines, however, 
values for turbidity and 
chlorophyll-a were frequently non-
compliant throughout the estuary, 
especially during heavy rainfall.

Community sampling events 

The Cooks River Alliance held 
community monitoring events at 
Yarrowee Wetland and Bardwell 
Creek in 2013, 2014 and 2015. The 
combined participation was 100 
community members. The event 
allowed participants to:

• Explore the Yarrowee wetland 
and learn about the ecological 
value of the wetlands and 
its function in filtering the 
stormwater from the sub 
catchment;

• Increase community 
understanding of local 
biodiversity;

• Learn about the range of frogs 
living in the urban environment 
and the challenges of life as an 
urban frog;

• Voice concerns in regards to a 
recent sewage spill (Bardwell 
2015) and better understand the 
range of Council responses to 
reducing litter and responses to 
sewage spills;

• Visit the river parklands and to 
volunteer to protect and restore 
the river;

• Gain skills to undertake the 
practical work of sampling for 
macro-invertebrates and physio- 
chemical indicators.

The information gathered by 
community members contributed 
to river health reporting.

River health monitoring
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Catchment Information

A new website launched in 
September 2016 delivered 
improved navigation, search 
function and design that allows 
news and current Alliance project 
and activities to be presented in a 
more engaging way. 

A steadily growing social media 
presence across Facebook, 
Instagram, Twitter and LinkedIn 
presented information engagingly 
to the public in addition to regular 
e-newsletters. 

In 2016-2017, an information 
management and archive 
consultant was engaged to 
provide advice regarding an 
Alliance information portal. 

Recommendations included the 
potential for a separate online 
library or collection of Cooks 
River information including maps, 
former project documents and 
other historical information. 
This was deferred due to the 
uncertainty of the financial impact 
of amalgamation.

In 2014-15 two printed maps were 
produced to foster connection and 
understanding of the catchment. 
This involved collating 22 layers 
of mapping data to present a 
comprehensive overview of the 
catchment. Detailed maps are 
an effective tool for community 
engagement and understanding 

the complexity of the Cooks River 
catchment.

In 2016-17, the ‘10 Ways to help the 
Cooks River’ flyer was developed 
and distributed to the community 
at events and online. It was 
supported by social media using 
the tag #TheRiverStartsAtYourPlace 
to increase awareness about 
stormwater pollution. A suite 
of information sheets was also 
adapted for the Cooks River, 
with instructions on building rain 
gardens and other water-sensitive 
design elements that can be 
implemented by households.

Accessible, centralised and up-to-date information about the 
catchment is readily available.
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Community Action

Any person who relies on, lives in, 
plays or works in the catchment 
belongs to the Cooks River 
community. As the Cooks River 
Valley Association says: “We are all 
Cooks River People.” 

The Alliance recognises that 
community organisations have a 
vital and essential role in protecting 
the catchment. Initiating and 
expanding collaborative actions 
with government, communities, 
business, and the education sector 
encourages behaviour change and 
forges strong local relationships 
with relevant organisations.

Cooks River education models

There is a strong need to raise the 
understanding of the topography 
and dynamics of a catchment 
and in particular issues around 

stormwater pollution. A 3D-printed 
Cooks River catchment model 
completed in late 2016 enabled the 
effective teaching of such concepts. 
The model was used to deliver 
extensive educational activities to 
26 community groups.

A simple raingarden model with 
‘live’ soil was also developed in 
2016 to explain how soil helps 
to filter water. This model was 
demonstrated at the Cooks River 
Day Out and used to deliver six 
workshop sessions at the Youth 
Environment Summit.

School education sessions

The Alliance developed workshops, 
field trips and other activities for 
more than 300 students focusing 
on water sensitive urban design. 
Public schools surrounding rain 

garden sites benefited from many 
of these sessions. The students of 
Kingsgrove North High School also 
assisted with planting at Forrester 
Reserve rain garden.

The Alliance promoted the school 
curriculum based resources of 
Wolli Creek Preservation Society 
and Marrickville West Public 
School. The development of 
curriculum materials for high school 
subjects (Geography, Biology, 
Food Technology & Community 
and Family Studies) focusing 
on catchment and urban water 
management began in 2014-15. 
These and other school education 
activities have since been delayed 
as the Community Engagement 
and Education Officer positions 
remained vacant from 2016 due 
to the uncertainty of council 
amalgamations.

Communities actively participate to improve the health of the 
catchment.
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Culturally and Linguistically 
Diverse Education

The Alliance worked with the Ethnic 
Communities’ Council of NSW to 
reach more than 1450 participants 
through its Waterwise (2014-2015) 
and Catchment Model (2016-2017) 
projects. The project delivered 
more than 15 workshops and 5 
fields trips to community members 
from six different language groups 
(Arabic, Cantonese, Mandarin, 
Korean, Nepalese and Vietnamese). 
A series of short films based upon 
the 2015 and 2016 field trips were 
produced in six languages and 
published online, supported by 
stormwater information resources. 
EPA messaging on litter was also 
translated into relevant languages, 
and advertisements were placed in 
local ethnic media.

Participants in 2016-17 reported 
that the workshops were worthwhile 
and interesting and increased 
their knowledge of the key issues. 
All participants also pledged to 
make at least one change in their 
behaviour to help improve the 
health of the Cooks River. These 
included actions such as not hosing 
leaves down the drain, reducing 
plastic bag and bottle use and 
not cleaning paint brushes in the 
driveway. 

Cooks River Rescue

Developed in 2016-17, Cooks 
River Rescue was a water-
sensitive communities program 
for community groups and clubs 
in the Cooks River catchment. 
The program links stormwater 
awareness with on site actions and 
promotes the message that “the 
river starts at your place.” Access 
to online information, including the 
digitising of the Our Cooks River 
booklet and ’10 Ways to Help the 
Cooks River’ flyer, also assists the 
community to engage in catchment 
health.

Litter collection

The Alliance supported NSW 
Corrective Services to carry out 
weekly mulching, weeding and 
rubbish collections. 

Analysis of litter boom contents 
and clean-up efforts reveal that 
plastic items account for a large 
proportion of gross pollutants 
found in the river. This is also 
supported by regular anecdotal 
feedback from concerned 
community members.

Community Action

Period
Participant 

and 
Supervisor 

Hours

Total 
Labour 
Value 

Bags of Litter 
and Weeds 
Collected

Mulching 

January 2014 
- June 2014

2152 $70,380 1277 680

2014-15 FY 5765 $191,665 3,515 1100

2015-16 FY 2589 $86,770 1995 1020

2016-17 FY 6145 $199,980 3214 1490

TOTAL 16,651 $548,795 10,001 4,290
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The Alliance helped to promote 
clean-up events conducted by: 
The Mudcrabs, Sea Shepherd 
Marine Debris Campaign, Clean-
up Australia and member council 
organised events.

On-ground works sites

Local residents were engaged 
during the planning, planting 
and final phases of rain garden 
construction. In addition to 
door knocking and letterbox 
dropping to nearby residents 
most affected by the upcoming 

works, posters were placed in 
the area and on-site information 
sessions were held. Each site also 
involved a community planting day, 
embedding care and concern for 
the raingardens with those that live 
closest to them. An average of 15-
20 residents were engaged at each 
location, with an additional 8-5 
residents per worksite more heavily 
engaged.

Catchment tours

Raingarden communities and 
the wider public attended ‘Roof 

to River’ and ‘Source to Sea’ 
catchment education tours. The 
Source to Sea tour followed the 
Cooks River from Chullora to 
Kyeemagh. The Roof to River tour 
took participants to a variety of 
WSUD sites including the Cup 
and Saucer Creek wetland to learn 
about the bank naturalisation 
project, plus a residential home 
which had raingardens, vegetable 
raingardens and swales. 

Community events Purpose No. of 
Participants

Cooks River Catchment 
Community Forum 2014

Hosted by the Alliance, this foum informed residents on 
changes in the catchment and provided opportunities to learn 

about current issues. 
120

Cooks River Day Out  
2015 & 2016

Developed by the Alliance, these events utilised cultural 
activities (music, workshops, theatre) as well as tours and 
kayaking to connect people with the River and Country.

2885

Cooks River Culture and 
Country 2017

The Alliance showcased Aboriginal history and knowledge of 
the Cooks River, connecting with local communities. 

200

Various member council-run 
community events

The Alliance supported member councils to deliver catchment 
education activities at various events including: Art and 

Environment Crosscurrents, Campsie Food Festival, Carnival 
of Cultures, Cooks River Fun Run, Greenway Art Exhibition, 

Harmony Day, ROGAP Sculptures by the Sea, Seniors Week and 
Spring Fair.

Thousands
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Catchment Resilience

Catchment resilience is the 
capacity of the catchment to deal 
with the changing environment 
including climate change, threats to 
biodiversity, waterway pollution and 
increased urbanisation.

Future planning

In November 2013, the Alliance 
made recommendations to each 
member council regarding a review 
of flood studies. Later, in 2016/17, 
future planning was assisted by 
Macquarie University’s review of 
members’ climate change risk 
assessments and adaptation plans. 
A workshop was convened to 
discuss preliminary findings. 

Two Climate Ready Biodiversity 
workshops run by the 
Commonwealth Scientific and 
Industrial Research Organisation 
(CSIRO) were held with member 
councils during 2016/17 which 
explored future climate scenarios 
for biodiversity along the Cooks 
River and considered options for 
transition pathways to ensure future 
resilience.

The Alliance secured membership 
in the National Climate Change 
Adaptation Research Facility’s 
(NCCARF) Natural Ecosystems 
Network Stakeholder Advisory 
Group in 2015/16.

Collaboration

The Alliance regularly collaborated 
with a range of decision makers 
and stakeholders across the 
catchment including Local Land 
Services, Sydney Water, Office of 
Environment and Heritage (OEH), 
Environment Protection Authority 
(EPA) and Regional Organisations 
of Councils. More than 200 
interactions with catchment 
stakeholders were recorded in 
2015/16 alone. A number of grant 
applications for catchment projects 
were developed in partnership 
with many of these stakeholders 
including EPA, Macquarie 
University, NCCARF, OEH, and 
Sydney Water. The Alliance 
participated in several workshops 
and meetings with Sydney Water 
to progress the Cooks River 
Improvement Plan since 2014.

The Alliance also participated in the 
following catchment collaborations:

• Cross-catchments Managers 
Committee;

• NSW Regional Advisory Panel – 
CRC for Water Sensitive Cities;

• Steering Committee – Building 
Regional Capacity for Water 
Sensitive Urban Design;

• Local Government Advisory 
Group – Greater Sydney Local 
Land Services;

• Community Advisory Group 
- Greater Sydney Local Land 
Services;

• Member – South Sydney 
Environmental Educators 
Network. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The catchment’s resilience to pressures from changing 
environments has increased.
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Submissions

The Alliance advocated for 
catchment resilience through 
various submissions with inputs 
from key stakeholders such as 
the Total Environment Centre, 
Cooks River Valley Association and 
Mudcrabs. These have included:

• State Environmental Planning 
Policy No. 65 Design Quality of 
Residential Flat Development 
(SEPP 65) and the accompanying 
new Apartment Design Guide 
recommending stronger 
legislation for Water Sensitive 
Urban Design (2014-15);

• Senate Inquiry into Stormwater 
Management addressing the 
importance of best practice 
stormwater management for the 
health of the Cooks River and 
other wateways (2014-15);

• Sydney Water pricing proposal: 
a joint submission with Georges 
River Combined Councils’ 
Committee (GRCCC), Parramatta 
River Catchment Group (PRCG) 
and Sydney Coastal Councils 

Group (SCCG) advancing 
the intrinsic value of water. 
The Alliance subsequently 
represented the consortium at 
the public hearing. A further 
submission was made on IPART’s 
draft determination resulting in 
IPART amending its decision to 
specifically address liveability 
(2015-16);

• Sydenham to Bankstown Urban 
Renewal Corridor Strategy 
advancing the River as an 
essential part of the system 
(2015-16);

• Local Land Services State 
and Sydney Strategic Plans 
advancing sustainable urban 
water management (2015-16);

• NSW Container Deposit 
Discussion Paper - a joint 
submission with GRCCC, PRCG 
and SCCG supporting the 
introduction of container deposit 
legislation (2015-16). Later 
coordinated a joint submission 
on the NSW Container Deposit 
Scheme Regulatory Framework. 

The NSW Government 
introduced a container deposit 
scheme in December 2017;

• Submission on the Public 
Exhibition of the NSW Coastal 
Management Reforms (2016-17);

• Submission on the Public 
Exhibition of the draft District 
Plans for Greater Sydney (2016-
17);

• Submission on the impact 
on Landing Lights Wetland 
of Cooks Cove Southern 
Precinct Designated Integrated 
Development (2016-17);

• Provided comment on the 
proposed impact of TransGrid’s 
Powering Sydney’s Future project 
(2016-17);

• Signatory to an open letter to 
the Premier to Protect Sydney’s 
Green Spaces (2016-17). 

Report on Alliance activities 2014-2017 21



FINAL STATUS REPORT 

PROGRAM 1: CAPACITY BUILDING
1.1 To determine, develop and deliver capacity building opportunities for member councils

1.1.1 Develop and deliver a capacity building survey to member councils. l
1.1.2 Assess capacity building survey results, and develop and deliver a training schedule. l
1.1.3 Support technical groups and professional forums. l
1.1.4 Encourage/support members to participate in leadership programs. l
1.1.5 Organise workshops, guest speakers or tours, including for senior executive staff. l
1.1.6 Increase affiliation with CRC for Water Sensitve Cities. l
1.2 To increase members’ capacity to design and construct better Water Sensitive Urban Design 
(WSUD) systems

1.2.1 Confirm a research and delivery partner. l

1.2.2
With delivery partner, develop, implement and assess a raingarden performance monitoring 
program. l

1.2.3 Communicate program findings to increase council Water Sensitive Urban Design capacity. l
1.3 To enhance member council Aboriginal advisory committee capacity for participation in 
catchment management processes

1.3.1
Work with Aboriginal advisory committees to ascertain and deliver appropriate ways to 
increase capacity for improving catchment health. l

1.3.2
Engage expert consultants to work closely with committees to identify and deliver increased 
knowledge and skills. l

1.3.3 Closely link advisory committee capacity building with on-ground works. l
1.3.4 Seek partnerships with Aboriginal groups. l

Status Key Completed - no further actions OngoingCompleted and new ongoing activities 
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PROGRAM 2: CATCHMENT ECOLOGICAL HEALTH MONITORING
2.1 To monitor, evaluate and benchmark the ecological health of the Cooks River catchment

2.1.1 Conduct the River Health monitoring program in partnership with GRCCC. l
2.1.2 Consider recommendations from the independent review of the River Health program. l
2.1.3 Run revised River Health program. l

2.1.4
Advocate for prioritised River Health recommendations, including at catchment stakeholder 
meetings. l

2.1.5 Work with Sydney Water to increase understanding of catchment issues. l
2.1.6 Utilise Streamwatch data. l
2.2 To increase understanding and knowledge about catchment monitoring and ecological river 
health

2.2.1
Work with community organisations, schools and the Australian Museum to grow participation 
in community based monitoring programs l

2.2.2
Deliver catchment monitoring reporting, including consideration of Sydney Water and 
Streamwatch data l

PROGRAM 3: INFORMATION & WEBSITE
3.1 To develop a framework for catchment information

3.1.1 Define and establish a framework for catchment information. l
3.2 To publish and present catchment information engagingly

3.2.1 Scope and commission a new website in order to publish and present information engagingly. l
3.2.2 Manage and update current and new website. l
3.2.3 Present information through additional modes, such as a mobile App. l
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FINAL STATUS REPORT 

PROGRAM 4: ON-GROUND WORKS
4.1 To reduce the pollutants entering Cooks River and Botany Bay by constructing WSUD systems

4.1.1 Prepare and review preliminary surveys and geotechnical investigations of identified sites. l
4.1.2 Prepare functional designs and reports for WSUD at Scouller St, Madeline St and Ryan Park. l

4.1.3
Prepare design specifications, commission consultant and review detailed design and 
construction drawings for WSUD. l

4.1.4 Develop and implement site-specific community engagement plans. l

4.1.5
Provide assistance to councils for tender specifications, documentation, construction and site 
inspections and maintenece & evaluation. l

4.2 To increase habitat for migratory, threatened species and support State listed endangered 
ecological communities at Landing Lights

4.2.1
Provide funding and assistance to Bayside Council to deliver wetland restoration, including 
mangroves and weed removal. l

4.3 To provide technical support to council staff on other WSUD projects

4.3.1
Provide support to council engineers for design and implementation of WSUD on-ground 
works. l

Status Key Completed - no further actions OngoingCompleted and new ongoing activities 
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PROGRAM 5: COLLABORATION & COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
5.1 To reduce litter and increase mulching, weed removal and bush regeneration

5.1.1
Work with NSW Corrective Services' Intensive Corrections Order (ICO) program to provide 
mulching, weeding and rubbish removal. l

5.1.2 Assist community and corporate volunteer programs to work in the catchment. l
5.1.3 Deliver place based litter prevention events and activities including for CALD. l
5.2 To increase and develop understanding of Aboriginal traditional and contemporary 
associations with Botany Bay waterways

5.2.1
To collaborate with Aboriginal peoples and agencies, including Aboriginal advisory 
committees. l

5.2.2
Run events which provide for communication on Aboriginal understanding of water 
management. l

5.2.3
Work with Aboriginal organisations to develop guided tours in the catchment at locations 
relevant to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander advisory committees. l

5.2.4
Promote Dual Naming in the catchment, determined in conjunction with Aboriginal advisory 
groups. l

5.3 To increase educational sector capacity and skills, for a healthier catchment

5.3.1
To increase students' knowledge and actions by promoting WSUD and biodiversity friendly 
on-grounds works in educational properties. l

5.3.2 Increase capacity of teachers to utilise curriculum resources. l
5.4 To encourage behaviour change in households by delivering place-based water sensitive 
homes programs

5.4.1
Develop and deliver locally relevant education & engagement plans for households regarding 
WSUD sites. l

5.4.2 Design and commission a catchment education model and related educational activities. l
5.4.3 Design and develop educational resources and activities for CALD communities. l
5.4.4 Deliver education activities, including for CALD communities. l
5.5 To forge strong local relationships with relevant organisations to promote Alliance objectives

5.5.1 Work with organisations, including business and industry on specific catchment issues. l
5.5.2 Promote artist in residence programs with a focus on the catchment. l
5.6 To foster collaboration between and among member councils

5.6.1 Facilitate the Steering Committee. l
5.6.2 Facilitate the Board. l
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FINAL STATUS REPORT 

PROGRAM 7: CATCHMENT RESILIENCE
7.1 To promote and encourage a coordinated and integrated approach by major agencies with 
catchment responsibilities

7.1.1
Convene catchment stakeholder meetings with State and major agencies (sewage, litter, 
weed/pests and jurisdictional issues). l

7.1.2 Advocate to advance the Alliance Mission and interests of the Cooks River. l
7.1.3 Contribute and collaborate with relevant agencies on Cooks River catchment planning. l

7.1.4
Work with Local Land Services on their 'Regional NRM Planning for Climate Change in the 
Hawkesbury-Nepean Region' project. l

7.1.5 Work with members to explore joint activities for catchment resilience such as biodiversity. l
7.2 To assist councils take a consistent approach and make informed decisions on flood risks 
arising from changed environmental factors such as climate change

7.2.1
Provide technical advice and assistance to members’ floodplain risk management 
committees. l

7.3 To promote and assist members’ collaboration on adaptation solutions to the risks posed by 
climate change

7.3.1
Review and analyse members' climate change risk assessments and adaptation plans to 
identify commonalities and collaboration adaptation solutions. l

7.3.2 Convene a workshop to discuss outcomes of review and develop actions strategy. l
7.4 To promote and assist members’ collaboration on adaptation solutions to the risks posed by 
climate change

7.5.1 Foster, promote and facilitate research. l

PROGRAM 6: COMMUNICATIONS
6.1 To set the overarching framework for Alliance communications

6.1.1
6.1.1 Develop Communications Guidelines which cover principles, audiences, branding and 
procedures. l

6.1.2 6.1.2 Deliver communications through different mediums. l
6.2 To deliver targeted and tailored communications

6.2.1
6.2.1 Develop and implement specific Communications Plans for major Alliance projects, key 
catchment messages and advocacy actions. l

Status Key Completed - no further actions OngoingCompleted and new ongoing activities 
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Contact

cooksriver.org.au

02 9707 5724

info@cooksriver.org.au

Cooks River and catchment

United action
for a healthy 


