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REPORT 

 

There has been recent press attention on a Sydney Water proposal to construct a sewer 

overflow in Menzies Reserve. 

 

The NSW Government’s Office of Environment and Heritage (OEH) acknowledges that 

sewerage leaking and overflowing into local waterways is a major pollution problem and that 

most urban waterways contain dangerously high levels of sewerage contamination after rain. 

 

It is recommended by OEH that swimming in estuarine areas be avoided for at least three (3) 

days after heavy rain.  OEH Beachwatch notes that exposure to contaminated water can cause 

severe contagious infection. 

 

The Sydney Water sewer system services the whole City of Canada Bay area, transporting 

waste to treatment plants.  The operation of the system is controlled by a license issued by the 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). 

 

Sewer systems need to be designed in a fail safe way to reduce the possibility of a blockage 

or overload causing an uncontrolled surcharge inside a dwelling or in another undesirable 

location.  Hence relief structures (designed overflow points) are built into the system.  There 

are an estimated 3,000 designed overflow points in Sydney Water's sewerage system and 

several hundred in our city. 

 

While these designed overflow points are necessary for public health and safety, it is 

obviously desirable to reduce overflows to an absolute minimum. 

 

There are two general types of overflows. Firstly, dry weather overflows, the more obvious of 

these are generally caused by a blockage of some kind. Roots may invade a sewer and 

gradually block it or cause a sudden blockage when some debris catches on the root. 

Importantly, there is little or no monitoring of this kind of overflow. Response relies on 

complaints and can be slow. Alternatively a Pumping Station failure may cause a dry weather 

overflow. However pumping stations are well monitored and most failures are repaired 

before an overflow occurs. More insidious are the slow leaks from broken pipes and pits 

called “exfiltration”. 

 

Frequency of dry weather overflows has recently been highlighted because of the effect on 

our Water for Our Community stormwater harvesting plant.  Dry weather sewer 

contamination of flows in St Lukes Stormwater Canal in Concord has caused the plant to shut 

down on a regular basis. 

Secondly, wet weather overflows are caused by illegal connection of stormwater to the sewer, 

infiltration through cracked pipes and pits and by surface flows to improperly maintained 

yard gullies. Due to these factors, wet weather flows in Sydney can greatly exceed the 

capacity of the sewer system.  

 

Since wet weather overflows are caused by illegal connections and infiltration through aging 

infrastructure, they can be reduced by renewals, maintenance programs and enforcement. 

 



Sydney Water has been undertaking work to meet its EPA licence requirements, by reducing 

overflows and repairing sewers under the name of “SewerFix” since about 2006, claiming 

“The SewerFix Program improves flow in pipes, reduces overflows and helps protect the 

local environment and public health.” 

 

It appears that in the last 5-10 years, Sydney Water has changed emphasis away from testing 

for illegal connections and enforcement of the plumbing regulations, which is a labour 

intensive task, to a position more of accepting of overflows. 

 

It may not be a coincidence that at the same time, the NSW Government has been demanding 

increasing dividends from the corporatized Sydney Water. The Sydney Water Summary 

Annual Report 2014-15 shows the dividend paid back to the NSW Government growing from 

$230m in 2010-11 to $664m in 2014-15. 

 

The NSW Government, Sydney Water, and OEH need to do more to maintain the 

improvement in receiving water quality and amenity. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 

 

1. THAT Council call for the Office of Environment and Heritage and Sydney Water to 

commence monitoring and reporting of dry weather sewage overflows. 

 

2. THAT Council call for the implementation by Sydney Water of a program to reduce 

wet weather sewer overflows including:-  

 

a) Not installing any new sewerage overflow outlets in environmentally sensitive 

areas 

 

b) Increased action to police, to prevent and remove illegal connections 

 

c) Increased maintenance and renewal to improve the integrity of the sewer network 

 

d) An ongoing education program to increase public awareness of the consequences 

of illegal connections. 

 

3. THAT Sydney Water representatives be invited to the Councillor Workshop on 

Tuesday, 22 March 2016, to address Council regarding the proposed wet weather 

sewer overflows. 

 

Attachments: 

1. ABC News Article 

2. Daily Telegraph News Article 

  





 
  























 
 


