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[bookmark: _Toc209534478][bookmark: _Toc236128583]Purpose
The purpose of this guidance is to assist water storage managers and water suppliers, collectively referred to as water agencies, to comply with requirements relating to Risk Management Plans (RMPs), as specified in the Safe Drinking Water Act 2003 (the Act) and the Safe Drinking Water Regulations 2025 (the Regulations).
RMPs support a catchment-to-consumer approach to identifying, assessing and managing risks to drinking water quality and should demonstrate how water agencies manage those risks in a structured, systematic and proportionate way.
This guidance explains the RMP requirements under the Regulations and how those requirements interact with the Act. It should be read in conjunction with the Act and the Regulations, with the Australian Drinking Water Guidelines (ADWG) used as a key technical reference where relevant.
[bookmark: _Toc209534479][bookmark: _Toc236128584]Introduction
The Act sets high-level RMP requirements, with the Regulations setting out further matters to be addressed in RMPs and the risks to be addressed in those plans.
The Act requires water suppliers (under section 7) and water storage managers (under section 8) to prepare, implement and review RMPs. Section 9 of the Act sets out what a RMP must contain, including matters required by the Regulations, and the risks it must address. Regulation 6 specifies detailed RMP requirements and risks to be addressed that support a catchment-to-consumer approach to the management of drinking water quality and the reduction of risks to public health. 
Regulation 6 applies to water agencies generally; however, certain provisions apply only to specific water agencies, depending on whether they are designated suppliers or storage managers, and the functions they perform. The application of specific requirements will be flagged in italics below in the relevant provision headings of this guidance. 
While the 2025 Regulations retain and build on elements of the 2015 Regulations, they include new, clarified, expanded and reframed requirements. Water agencies should review each requirement carefully when updating RMPs.
This guidance uses the definitions from the Regulations.
[bookmark: _Toc209534480][bookmark: _Toc236128585]Safe Drinking Water Act 2003 Reference Guide
This section provides an overview of key sections of the Act relevant to the development and audit of water agency RMPs. These sections should be understood with reference to the RMP requirements in the Regulations.
[bookmark: _Toc236128586]Preparing, implementing and reviewing risk management plans – sections 7 and 8
Sections 7 and 8 set out the requirement for water agencies to prepare, implement and review RMPs. Section 7 requires a water supplier to prepare a RMP in relation to its supply of drinking water and regulated water to the public, while section 8 requires a water storage manager to prepare a RMP in relation to its supply of water to a water supplier. All water agencies must implement the plan and comply with any requirements set out in the plan, keep the plan under continuous review with a view to updating and improving it, and revise any aspect of the plan that requires revision. 
The continuous review obligation applies to the RMP as a whole, including the matters required under regulation 6, and supports keeping RMPs current as risks, systems, operations and regulatory requirements change.
[bookmark: _Toc236128587]Risk management plan contents – section 9
Section 9 defines what a RMP is and what it must contain at a fundamental level. In short, the RMP is a document that: 
· Contains a detailed description of the system of supply 
· Identifies the risks to the quality of the water and risks posed by the quality of the water
· Assesses those risks 
· Sets out the steps to be taken to manage those risks, including the development and implementation of preventative strategies
· Contains any other matters required by the Regulations
· Addresses any risks specified in the Regulations. 
[bookmark: _Toc236128588]Risk management plan audit scope – section 10 
Section 10 defines the scope of the RMP audit, which is used to determine whether a water agency has complied with section 7(1) or 8(1), as applicable, during the audit period. Section 10 also requires that, in conducting a RMP audit, the auditor must inspect all the documents that are specified by the Regulations. 
[bookmark: _Toc236128589]Requiring a risk management plan audit – section 11
Section 11 of the Act empowers the Secretary, by written notice, to require a water agency to have its RMP audited in respect of a specified audit period by an approved auditor by the date specified in the notice, or to declare when, how often and in respect of what audit period the water agency is to have its risk management plan audited by an approved auditor.
A water agency must comply with any requirement made in the notice and must do so at its own expense.
[bookmark: _Toc236128590]Audit certificates and auditor approval requirements – sections 12 to 16
Section 12 outlines the requirements for the audit certificate stating the audit outcome. If the auditor is of the opinion that section 7(1) or 8(1) has not been complied with during the audit period, the auditor must also provide a copy of the certificate to the Secretary within 5 days after completing the audit and include reasons for that opinion. Section 13 empowers the Secretary to approve a natural person to conduct RMP audits upon application by a water agency, and to impose conditions on, and specify the duration of, that approval. Sections 14, 15 and 16 limit who may conduct audits or issue audit certificates, require auditors to comply with conditions of approval imposed by the Secretary and prohibit audits of RMPs where the auditor has written or assisted preparing the RMP.
[bookmark: _Toc236128591]Safe Drinking Water Regulations 2025 Reference Guide
This section provides an overview of key requirements in the Regulations relevant to the development and audit of water agency RMPs. The objective of the Regulations in relation to RMPs is to support the Act’s high-level obligations by setting out detailed matters to be addressed in RMPs and the risks to be addressed in those plans. The Regulations also specify the documents to be made available for inspection in a RMP audit.
The guidance below identifies the applicability of each requirement. If there is no stated applicability under the heading in bold and italics, both water suppliers and water storage managers must address the requirement.
[bookmark: _Toc236128592]Risk management plan audit – regulations 7, 8 and 9
Regulation 7 specifies the documents that an auditor must inspect for the purposes of section 10(2) of the Act, which include the RMP, any document referred to in the RMP or containing material that relates to the RMP, and any document that records or provides evidence of the implementation of the RMP. This supports referencing of material in the RMP, provided the referenced documents are specific and readily accessible for audit purposes.
Regulation 8 prescribes the RMP audit certificate template as the template set out in Schedule 1, while regulation 9 sets the approval criteria for RMP auditors, including criteria relating to accreditation or demonstrated experience, qualifications and skills, suitability, and conflict of interest. 
[bookmark: _Toc209534481][bookmark: _Toc236128593]Risk management plan details – regulation 6(1)	
Water agencies are required to include applicable matters specified in regulation 6(1) either directly within the RMP, or by clearly referring to other documents that contain the relevant material. Any decision to refer to external documents is at the water agency’s discretion; however, references must be specific, accurate, and readily accessible. 
Water agencies are not required to duplicate material within the RMP where the same information is relevant to more than one requirement. A clear cross-reference may be used where the relevant material is included elsewhere in the RMP, or in another document referred to by the RMP. Cross-references should be specific, accurate and readily accessible.
All referred material forms part of the RMP and will be subject to RMP audit.
[bookmark: _Toc209534482][bookmark: _Toc236128594]Policy for managing drinking water quality – regulation 6(1)(a)
All water agencies must have a policy for managing drinking water quality. This includes a statement of the water agency’s commitment to manage the quality of the water it supplies, how the commitment has been endorsed and how the commitment is communicated to the water agency’s employees. 
The drinking water quality policy should define the water agency’s commitments and priorities for managing drinking water quality. In developing or reviewing the policy, water agencies should consider the views, needs and requirements of employees, consumers and other relevant stakeholders, where relevant.
Further information to support the development of a policy for managing drinking water quality, including examples of what a policy might cover, can be found in Element 1, ‘Drinking water quality policy’, in the ADWG Framework for Management of Drinking Water Quality.
[bookmark: _Toc209534483][bookmark: _Toc236128595]Water sampling area specified by the water supplier – regulation 6(1)(b)
This applies to water suppliers only.
Regulation 11 requires water suppliers to specify any area that is supplied with drinking water by the water supplier as a water sampling area. Regulation 6(1)(b) specifies that the water supplier’s RMP must contain details of each water sampling area specified by the supplier, including a clearly marked map of its boundaries, and all information reasonably available to the water supplier that assists to identify its boundaries.
For a newly specified water sampling area or a water sampling area varied under regulation 12, the water supplier’s RMP must also include how the boundaries were determined and how the matters specified in regulation 11(3) or 12(2) (as the case requires) were considered in that process. Please refer to Guidance – Water sampling areas <https://www.health.vic.gov.au/water/guidance-notes> for further information on meeting the RMP requirements outlined above, including specifying new water sampling areas or varying existing water sampling areas.
For all existing water sampling areas, previously known as water sampling localities, that were in place before the commencement of the Regulations, water suppliers must ensure that their RMP includes a clearly marked map of the boundaries of each of those water sampling areas and all reasonably available information that assists in identifying the boundaries of the area (see Box 1 for more information).

	Box 1 – water sampling localities specified under the 2005 and 2015 Regulations
All water sampling localities specified under the 2015 Regulations immediately before their revocation are taken to be water sampling areas under the 2025 Regulations. This includes water sampling localities first specified under the 2005 Regulations, provided they remained specified under the 2015 Regulations immediately before their revocation.



Under regulations 11(4)(b) and 12(3)(b) water suppliers must update their RMPs within 10 calendar days after specifying a new water sampling area or varying the boundaries of an existing area. A written notice to the Secretary must also be provided within 10 calendar days after a new water sampling area is specified or after a water sampling area has been varied. This also applies where a new or varied water sampling area is specified following a direction by the Secretary under regulation 13. If the 10th day for either action falls on a weekend or public holiday, the required action may be done on the next business day.
[bookmark: _Toc209534484][bookmark: _Toc236128596]Positions of those responsible for managing risks – regulation 6(1)(c)
All water agencies must ensure the RMP contains details of the positions held by employees of the water agency, and persons engaged by the water agency, who are responsible for managing risks to the quality of water supplied by the agency. See regulation 6(6) for the definition of water quality risk. 
The RMP must specify the relevant positions, rather than individual names, including positions held by contractors or other persons engaged by the water agency who are responsible for managing water quality risks across the system of supply. Where a position does not clearly identify responsibility for managing water quality risks, the RMP should include additional information to describe the relevant responsibilities.
The positions that must be recorded in the RMP may include those responsible for managing risks relating to catchments, source water storages, treatment plants and distribution systems. This may include water quality managers, water treatment operators/engineers and water network operators, where relevant. 
[bookmark: _Toc209534485][bookmark: _Toc236128597]Procedures for consultation with water agencies – regulation 6(1)(d)
All water agencies must include, in their RMP, procedures for consultation with other water agencies in relation to water quality risks associated with water supplied:
· to the water agency by another water agency; and
· by the water agency to another water agency.
These procedures should focus on a coordinated approach to identifying and managing water quality risks (defined in regulation 6(6)). The procedures should outline when and how consultation occurs – for example, when allocating responsibilities relating to health-based targets where treatment performance may affect multiple parties, or when management of a critical control point requires cross-agency coordination.
Examples of consultation procedures may include memoranda of understanding, risk assessment workshops, a schedule of regular stakeholder meetings, operational planning meetings, procedures activated in response to incidents and the exchange of water quality results.
[bookmark: _Toc209534486][bookmark: _Toc236128598]Emergency management arrangements – regulation 6(1)(e)
All water agencies must specify, in their RMP, emergency management arrangements for emergencies or incidents that have, or may have, an adverse effect on the quality or safety of water supplied by the water agency. These arrangements must include the positions held by employees or persons engaged by the water agency who are responsible for dealing with those emergencies or incidents, and methods for communicating information to the public in relation to those emergencies or incidents.
Where emergency management arrangements are detailed in emergency response manuals or procedures, these must be clearly referenced in the RMP. Any such reference document must include the detail required by this regulation. 
The methods for communicating information to the public should consider the type of emergency or incident, such as those relating to boil water advisories, do not drink advisories, do not use advisories, widespread public complaint (e.g., taste, odour, colour, clarity) and cyanobacteria (blue-green algae) events. A water storage manager may rely on a water supplier to communicate to the public in specified circumstances; if this occurs, the arrangement must be clearly identified in both water agencies’ RMPs, including management at interface transfer points.
[bookmark: _Toc209534487][bookmark: _Toc236128599]Water supplier water sampling program – regulation 6(1)(f)
This applies to water suppliers only.
A water supplier must ensure its RMP contains details of, or refers to, its water sampling program that relates to the collection and analysis of samples of drinking water and, where applicable, regulated water. The matters specified in regulation 14(2) must be included, in addition to how the matters referred to in regulation 14(3), (4) and (5) were considered in developing the program. 
Regulation 6(1)(f)(ii) also requires water suppliers to document how the locations for collecting water samples were determined for both drinking water and regulated water.
For more information on the requirements for a water supplier’s water sampling program under regulation 14, including sampling locations, frequencies and characteristics to be tested, refer to Guidance – Water sampling program <https://www.health.vic.gov.au/water/guidance-notes>.
[bookmark: _Toc209534488][bookmark: _Toc236128600]Water storage manager water sampling program – regulation 6(1)(g)
This applies to water storage managers only.
A water storage manager must ensure its RMP contains details of, or refers to, its water sampling program that relates to the collection and analysis of water samples from water supplied by the water storage manager to a water supplier. The matters specified in regulation 15(2) must be included in the water sampling program. 
Regulation 6(1)(g)(ii) also requires water storage managers to specify how the locations for collecting water samples have been determined.
For more information on the requirements for a water storage manager’s water sampling program under regulation 15, including sampling locations, frequencies and characteristics to be tested, please refer to Guidance – water sampling program <https://www.health.vic.gov.au/water/guidance-notes>. 
[bookmark: _Toc209534489][bookmark: _Toc236128601]Chemicals added to supplied drinking water – regulation 6(1)(h)
This applies only to water agencies that add chemicals to drinking water they supply, whether the water is supplied to another water agency or to the public. 
A relevant water agency that adds chemicals to drinking water it supplies must include in its RMP the procedures and systems in place to ensure that the amount and purity of those chemicals do not adversely affect the quality of that drinking water or pose a risk to human health. This should include, where relevant, information related to chemical specification, quality assurance in chemical receipt (e.g., batch testing from an independent NATA-accredited organisation, and random testing carried out by the water agency), and chemical usage/consumption monitoring.
Relevant water agencies must also include procedures and systems for controlling the addition of any residue or chemical by-products to that drinking water.
Documentation relevant to this regulation should demonstrate how the water agency prevents or minimises impacts on drinking water quality relating to the addition of chemicals.
[bookmark: _Toc209534490][bookmark: _Toc236128602]Competency and training – regulations 6(1)(i) and (j)
Water agencies must include in their RMP details of the required competency and training of persons employed or engaged by the water agency, to the extent that they relate to the monitoring and management of water quality risks for water supplied by the water agency. The relevant documentation must include any policies, standards or guidelines adopted by the water agency in relation to that required competency and training.
Persons employed or engaged by the water agency should be appropriately skilled and trained to perform functions that relate to the monitoring and management of risks to the quality of water. Positions that require competent and trained staff may include water quality managers, water treatment operators/engineers, water network operators, water maintenance personnel, and water samplers and testers (note, analysis of drinking water samples must be undertaken by a NATA-accredited organisation in accordance with regulation 19). Where the risk assessment identifies staff competency and training as a control measure in its RMP, the plan must detail the appropriate competency and training required. Reference to competency-based training plans or skill matrices that demonstrate competency can be incorporated into the RMP. 
[bookmark: _Toc209534491][bookmark: _Toc236128603]Infrastructure and features of the system of supply – regulation 6(1)(k)
Water agencies must describe in their RMPs the infrastructure and other features of the system of supply that are designed to assist in the management of water quality risks for water supplied by the water agency, either to another water agency or to the public. Infrastructure and other features in this context may include physical assets and other features of the system of supply that are designed to assist in managing water quality risks. Where applicable, this should include source water catchments, stream diversions and transfer infrastructure, raw water storages, treatment-related infrastructure (such as water treatment plants, primary disinfection units and booster chlorinators), transfer mains and distribution systems. 
Water agencies must also describe in their RMPs the methods used to verify the effectiveness of the infrastructure and other system features. This should include detail on what characteristic of the infrastructure or feature is being verified, the means of verification applied, the frequency of verification, what happens when verification indicates underperformance and any other details relevant to the verification approach. 
Treatment-related infrastructure may be described under regulation 6(1)(k), including methods used to verify the effectiveness of that infrastructure. However, verification of treatment performance specifically related to microbial hazard quantification or health-based target requirements, as required under regulations 6(2) or 6(4) in accordance with their effective dates, should be documented under those respective provisions.
This regulation also interacts with other RMP requirements, such as inspection and maintenance (regulation 6(1)(l)), measures to monitor and manage water quality risks (regulation 6(1)(m)) and critical control points (regulation 6(1)(n)). As a general guide, where an item is infrastructure or another feature of the system of supply that helps manage water quality risks, it may be described under regulation 6(1)(k). Where the matter is primarily a monitoring or management activity, it may be more appropriate to describe it under regulation 6(1)(m), with cross-references to relevant infrastructure or system features where needed. Cross-referencing between these provisions, rather than treating them as entirely separate requirements, is recommended.
[bookmark: _Toc209534492][bookmark: _Toc236128604]Inspecting and maintaining assets – regulation 6(1)(l)
All water agencies must include in their RMP a process for inspecting and maintaining water storage, treatment and distribution assets to ensure the management of water quality risks for water supplied by the water agency. The relevant process should demonstrate a risk-based approach to the management of relevant assets, which may include inspection and maintenance frequencies as they apply to particular assets and/or asset classes, including related triggers for these activities (e.g., event-based triggers or those based on asset criticality, performance or age). 
This regulation requires documentation of a process, and as such, does not require inclusion of the outcomes of inspection and maintenance activities, or reference to asset management programs in their entirety, so long as the process documented in the RMP adequately demonstrates how relevant storage, treatment and distribution assets are inspected and maintained to assist in managing water quality risks. 
The process should, in a manner proportionate to the size, complexity, and risk profile of the water supply system, include any formal asset management frameworks applied, how assets are identified or grouped for the purposes of an inspection or maintenance program, any details to inform a risk-based approach for prioritising inspection and maintenance, the types of inspection conducted, relevant frequency of inspections, response to inspection findings (including any relationship to improvement plan requirements under regulation 6(1)(p)), and how maintenance requirements are identified and scheduled.
Any water storage, treatment or distribution asset that contributes to managing water quality risks for water supplied by the water agency to another agency or the public is in scope. The RMP should identify how such assets are considered within the water agency’s asset inspection or maintenance processes. Where relevant to the water agency’s storage or supply system and the management of water quality risks, the RMP should address applicable asset categories, including but not limited to:
· Raw water storage
· Treated water storage
· Storage-related structural protective or security elements
· Physical components of drinking water treatment processes, including treatment monitoring and control, dosing systems, alarms and back-up systems
· Sampling-related infrastructure
· Pipe networks and associated distribution infrastructure
· Pumping stations
· Pressure management and backflow prevention devices.
There may be overlap between this requirement and regulation 6(1)(k), which requires the RMP to describe infrastructure and other features designed to assist in managing water quality risks, including methods for verifying their effectiveness. Water agencies may address related content in an integrated section of their RMP, using clear cross-references or subheadings to identify how each requirement is met, rather than duplicating content across separate sections.
[bookmark: _Toc209534493][bookmark: _Toc236128605]Measures to monitor and manage water quality risks – regulation 6(1)(m)
Water agencies must document in their RMP the measures taken to monitor and manage water quality risks for water supplied by the water agency, including any methods used for verifying the effectiveness of those measures. 
See regulations 6(5) and 6(6), and relevant guidance below, for more detail on the meaning of water quality risk.
A number of other RMP requirements address specific aspects of monitoring, management and verification, including the water sampling program (regulations 6(1)(f), 6(1)(g), 14 and 15), critical control points (regulation 6(1)(n)), infrastructure and other system features designed to assist in managing water quality risks (regulation 6(1)(k)), asset inspection and maintenance processes (regulation 6(1)(l)), and health-based target-related requirements, where applicable (regulations 6(2), 6(3) and 6(4)). The requirement to include methods used for verifying the effectiveness of measures to monitor and manage water quality risks under this regulation may also overlap with processes for the short-term and long-term review of data under regulation 6(1)(q). Where monitoring, management or verification measures are addressed under another RMP requirement, a clear cross-reference may be used rather than duplicating the same content under regulation 6(1)(m).
Because regulation 6(1)(m) relates to measures taken, proposed future improvements should be identified separately, for example in the improvement plan required under regulation 6(1)(p), where relevant.
Measures taken to monitor and manage water quality risks that may be relevant under regulation 6(1)(m), particularly where not fully addressed by specific RMP requirements, may include, where applicable to the water agency:
· Operational monitoring across treatment, storage and distribution systems that is not addressed as critical control point monitoring under regulation 6(1)(n), including measurements or observations used to monitor the performance of preventive measures or barriers across the system of supply 
· Source water monitoring
· Catchment condition monitoring and surveillance
· Event-based monitoring
· Customer complaints monitoring. 
Water agencies may refer to the ADWG for further guidance on operational monitoring, including monitoring used to confirm the performance of preventive measures and barriers. 
Any methods used to verify the effectiveness of monitoring and management activities should also be described. This may include assessment of operational monitoring results, operational outcomes, incidents, customer complaints or consumer satisfaction information, or other information used to confirm that the relevant monitoring and management activities are achieving their intended purpose. Where these methods form part of processes for short-term and long-term review of data under regulation 6(1)(q), a clear cross-reference to the relevant section of the RMP is sufficient.
[bookmark: _Toc209534494][bookmark: _Toc236128606]Critical control points – regulation 6(1)(n)
All water agencies must document critical control points (CCPs) across the system of supply in their RMPs, including how those CCPs are identified and recorded. This requirement aims to ensure that points in the system where control is critical to managing hazards to human health are clearly defined and subject to appropriate operational monitoring, critical limits and corrective actions. 
CCPs are defined in regulation 5 and are points in the system of supply where an action, procedure or process can be applied to the water, and where the effective operation of that action, procedure or process is essential to prevent a hazard to human health or reduce the hazard to an acceptable level.  
Critical limits, in relation to an action, procedure or process that is applied to water at a CCP, are also defined in regulation 5. The critical limit is the limit at which the action, procedure or process ceases to operate effectively.
Whether a point in the system of supply is a CCP depends on whether the action, procedure or process applied at that point is essential to prevent a hazard to human health or reduce the hazard to an acceptable level. In practice, this assessment may consider whether failure or ineffective operation of the control, considering other controls in the system, would materially affect the ability of the water agency, or a downstream water supplier where relevant, to prevent or adequately control a defined water quality hazard. A water agency’s RMP must document how CCPs are identified and recorded.
The assessment may include justification as to why a preventive measure or barrier has not been identified as a CCP, particularly where the basis for that decision may not be self-evident or may be material to demonstrating how CCPs were identified and recorded. 
Preventative measures, barriers or operational monitoring activities that do not form part of a CCP, or do not meet the threshold for identification as a CCP, may still be relevant under regulation 6(1)(m), which covers measures taken to monitor and manage water quality risks for water supplied by the water agency, including methods for verifying the effectiveness of those measures across the system of supply.
The water quality risks at each CCP must be documented in the RMP. Refer to regulation 6(6) for the definition of water quality risk. Water agencies should ensure that CCPs are identified with reference to both upstream and downstream processes, including any reliance on upstream control measures. 
Critical limits for each CCP must be documented in the RMP. Related target criteria should also be documented, where relevant, with clear roles, responsibilities and escalation arrangements for responding to any deviations. An initial response should occur when performance deviates from the target criteria. This is demonstrated in Figure 1 below. 
The operational objective should be that critical limits are never reached. If a critical limit is reached, it indicates a loss of effective control of the action, procedure or process, and immediate corrective action should occur. These additional actions, procedures or processes that are to be applied to the water at the CCP must be documented in the RMP, including any related policies or guidelines that are to be implemented. Critical limits should specify the tolerance, in both value and time where relevant, that distinguishes acceptable from unacceptable performance at a CCP. There may be both lower and upper bounds of acceptability. 
[image: ]Consistent with the ADWG, online and continuous monitoring should be used wherever possible, particularly for essential processes identified as CCPs, to enable timely detection of deviations and prompt corrective action.Figure 1: CCP limits and actions


Corrective actions applied when a critical limit is reached should include steps that ensure water that may pose a risk to human health is appropriately managed to prevent or limit consumption, and steps to re-establish process control as quickly as possible. Where possible, monitoring should also be alarmed so that operational staff are alerted immediately to any adverse events or indicators of potential system failure. The data should be sent to a supervisory control and data acquisition (SCADA) or equivalent system for data capture where possible, to provide constant oversight, allow trend analysis and support the water agency to act quickly.
Given the role of CCPs in preventing or reducing hazards to human health, corrective actions should include consideration of whether immediate reporting to the department is required under section 22 of the Act. See Guidance – notification and reporting requirements <https://www.health.vic.gov.au/water/guidance-notes> for more information. Examples of corrective actions include chemical adjustments, selection of alternative sources, or full plant shutdown.  
The ADWG provides guidance on CCPs in Chapter 9.4 and in Appendix A1.7, which includes a decision tree that may assist in the identification of CCPs across the system of supply. 
[bookmark: _Toc209534495][bookmark: _Toc236128607]Assessing emerging or potential water quality risks – regulation 6(1)(o)
All water agencies must document in their RMP the process for assessing emerging or potential water quality risks. This means documenting an approach for identifying and assessing risks as they develop, and not a catalogue of all future risks.
Refer to regulations 6(5) and 6(6), and relevant guidance below, for more detail on the meaning of water quality risk.
The documented process should be proportionate to the water agency's system, size and risk profile. The form and complexity of the process may vary but should be sufficient to show how emerging or potential risks are identified, assessed and translated into action where required.
Documenting this process may include:
· What information sources and trigger events the water agency uses to identify emerging or potential risks (e.g., identifying and responding to ADWG updates, incident learnings, catchment changes and/or monitoring and verification results)
· How the water agency assesses whether the information source or trigger event constitutes a water quality risk that warrants further assessment, monitoring, escalation or action (e.g., likelihood and consequence)
· Who is responsible for undertaking or coordinating the assessment, and how the process is reviewed or updated when relevant information becomes available
· How findings feed into actions (e.g., updates to identified risks and mitigation strategies and/or updates to the improvement plan under regulation 6(1)(p), where medium or longer-term investment or operational change is required).
Emerging or potential risks may arise from changing environmental conditions such as climate variability and land use, as well as from new or updated evidence about the health impacts of chemicals, such as per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS).
This regulation’s forward-looking character may interact with regulation 6(1)(m), which addresses measures taken to monitor and manage water quality risks, regulation 6(1)(p), where findings inform proposed improvements, and regulation 6(1)(q), where long-term review of data may help identify emerging trends, such as gradual changes in source water quality. Cross-referencing between these provisions, where appropriate, is recommended.
[bookmark: _Toc209534496][bookmark: _Toc236128608]Improvement plan – regulation 6(1)(p)
All water agencies must document in their RMP the details of an improvement plan that specifies how the water agency proposes to improve its management of the quality of the water it supplies. This regulation aligns with the continuous review obligations under sections 7(1)(c) and 8(1)(c) of the Act, which require water agencies to keep their RMP under continuous review with a view to updating and improving it. Therefore, the improvement plan should be a dynamic document that demonstrates the agency's commitment to continuous improvement.
The improvement plan should address what improvements are proposed, the water agency's intended approach to achieving them and an indication of timing, priority and/or sequencing.
The improvement plan should be informed by the water agency’s assessment of its water quality management performance. Improvements may arise from, but are not limited to, post-incident reviews, RMP audit outcomes, including opportunities for improvement or other relevant findings, outcomes of the emerging or potential risk assessment process under regulation 6(1)(o), outcomes of the data review processes under regulation 6(1)(q), infrastructure inspection and maintenance findings under regulation 6(1)(l), treatment improvements relevant to achieving the microbial health outcome target, or advances in industry practice, such as monitoring technologies or practices.
In describing the water agency’s intended approach to achieving the improvements, relevant details provided should be proportionate to the nature and complexity of the improvement. Water agencies should provide sufficient detail relevant to how the improvement may impact the management of water quality, but detailed business case, procurement or financial information is generally outside scope unless it is relevant to explaining the timing, prioritisation or sequencing of the proposed improvement.
The improvement plan should reflect forward-looking intent and align with the agency's risk profile and performance. Improvement actions may be operational, procedural or infrastructure-related, and may range from discrete short-term actions to longer-term projects requiring planning, funding or staged implementation. An improvement plan should include milestone dates for completion of identified improvements, where known, and appropriate internal ownership, approval and accountability arrangements. 
Note that the improvement plan is not an undertaking under section 30 of the Act. An undertaking is a formal regulatory instrument that the Secretary may accept where a contravention is occurring, has occurred in circumstances that make it likely that the contravention will occur again, or is likely to occur. Milestones or timeframes included in an improvement plan support transparency for planning, prioritisation and review. They do not have the same status as an undertaking under section 30 of the Act; however, the improvement plan remains part of the RMP and is subject to implementation, review and audit in accordance with the RMP framework.
Additionally, the improvement plan cannot be used to legitimise deferral of existing regulatory obligations. If a water agency has a current compliance gap, the improvement plan may record actions to address or prevent recurrence of the issue but does not replace any immediate compliance obligations or any formal regulatory response that may be required.
Further information about drinking water quality management improvement plans can be found in the ADWG section 3.12.2.
[bookmark: _Toc209534497][bookmark: _Toc236128609]Short-term and long-term review of data – regulation 6(1)(q)
All water agencies must document in their RMP the processes for the short-term and long-term review of data to monitor water quality risks for water they supply. This should demonstrate how the water agency reviews data relevant to water quality risks to identify short-term issues, longer-term trends, and how further investigation, escalation or action is triggered where required. This provision supports the continuous review obligations in sections 7(1)(c) and 8(1)(c) of the Act to keep their RMP under continuous review.
Data in the context of this regulation should be understood broadly. The relevant processes should apply to data relevant to monitoring water quality risks for the particular systems managed by the water agency.
The relevant process should document and distinguish what data is reviewed in the short term and long term, the method or approach used for review, the timing or frequency of review, staff accountability for the review and the response pathway when the review identifies a condition requiring further investigation or action. The form and complexity of these processes should be proportionate to the water agency’s system, size and risk profile, but should be sufficient to demonstrate that relevant data is reviewed, interpreted and acted on where required.
Short-term review is the process by which a water agency reviews recent data relevant to water quality risks to identify current or near-term issues that may require further investigation, escalation or action.  Areas subject to short-term review may include, but are not limited to, recent source, treated or distributed water sampling results; operational monitoring and CCP monitoring, including target criteria and critical limits where relevant; asset inspection findings; incident records; and customer complaints. Further investigation and actions arising from findings are likely to be more immediate and operational in nature.
Long-term review is the process by which a water agency reviews data relevant to water quality risks to identify trends, patterns and gradual changes over time that may require further investigation, escalation or action. The scope for these processes may include assessing whether current risk management measures remain adequate and whether improvements are warranted. Areas subject to long-term review may include, but are not limited to, source, treated and distributed water sampling results; operational monitoring and CCP monitoring, including target criteria and critical limits where relevant; climate conditions; land use patterns; health-based target performance, where applicable; asset inspection findings; incident records; and customer complaints. Actions arising from long-term review processes are likely to involve analysis of trends or patterns over time to inform strategic understanding and improvement planning.
The annual reporting requirement for water suppliers under regulation 21(j) – which requires evaluation of water sample analysis results and comparison with the previous two years – provides a reference point for one aspect of long-term review, while the microbial hazard and health-based target requirements under regulations 6(2), 6(3) and 6(4), as applicable, may inform long-term review of microbial performance.
Regulation 6(1)(q) interacts directly with several other RMP obligations for both short-term and long-term review. Cross-referencing between these obligations is recommended – content already addressed elsewhere in the RMP should be referenced, not reproduced. Other RMP requirements that may have overlap in this context include monitoring and management measures under regulation 6(1)(m), CCPs under regulation 6(1)(n), the process for assessing emerging or potential water quality risks under regulation 6(1)(o), and the improvement plan under regulation 6(1)(p). 
The ADWG outlines several recommendations relevant to short- and long-term data review. Chapter 10, in particular, discusses monitoring for speciﬁc characteristics in drinking water and can assist water agencies to develop and review short-term and long-term data review processes, including how monitoring results are evaluated and responded to.
[bookmark: _Toc209534498][bookmark: _Toc236128610]Quantify microbial hazards – regulation 6(2)
This applies only to water agencies that operate and maintain a drinking water treatment process that is applied to untreated water. 
Relevant water agencies must include in their RMP details of the methodology used by the water agency to quantify microbial hazards in relation to that water for the period 6 July 2025 to 5 July 2027. This time-limited RMP requirement is consistent with the 2015 Safe Drinking Water Regulations for quantifying microbial hazards. From 6 July 2027, regulation 6(2) ceases to apply and relevant agencies must address the new RMP requirements relating to microbial health-based targets, as applicable, in regulations 6(3) and 6(4). Guidance relevant to these provisions will be published at a later date.
Under regulation 6(2), where relevant, the water agency's RMP needs to include the extent to which pathogenic microorganisms are present in the water that enters the drinking water treatment process and the extent to which that drinking water treatment process removes those pathogenic microorganisms or reduces the amount of pathogenic microorganisms in the water. 
Assessment of the extent to which pathogenic microorganisms are present in raw water that is to be subject to drinking water treatment processes may be undertaken by identifying sources of, and barriers to, enteric pathogen contamination, including through a sanitary survey. This assessment should provide sufficient information to support an understanding of the level of microbial risk associated with the source water or catchment.
Determining the effectiveness of drinking water treatment performance – in either removing or reducing the amount of pathogenic microorganisms from the water – can then enable the capacity of the treatment process to remove or reduce bacteria, viruses and protozoa, expressed as log reduction values (LRVs), to be determined. An alternative to using default values is undertaking specific treatment process validation to measure the pathogen removal of specific processes. This knowledge should establish the operational limits at which the treatment process is effective. It should also inform the critical limits associated with CCPs related to managing the microbial quality of drinking water. 
A comparison of the source water or catchment assessment and treatment performance assessments is undertaken to determine if the treatment processes can effectively manage the risks present in the source water. 
From this, short-term and long-term system improvements, including control methods, can be identified and detailed in the RMP, such as the improvement plan where relevant.
There is a range of approaches that can be used to quantify pathogen risks. From 6 July 2027, relevant water agencies will need to address the RMP requirements in regulations 6(3) and 6(4), which align with the microbial health-based target approach outlined in Chapter 5: Microbial Quality of Drinking Water in the ADWG. Where water agencies have not already adopted an ADWG health-based target approach, they are encouraged to consider how existing microbial hazard methodologies can transition toward that framework in anticipation of this change.
Water agencies are encouraged to develop a methodology that aligns with the microbial health-based target approach in regulations 6(3) and 6(4). This will support compliance with regulation 6(2) and help agencies prepare for the new requirements when they come into effect from 6 July 2027. 
[bookmark: _Toc209534499][bookmark: _Toc236128611]Health-based targets – managing source water – regulation 6(3)
Guidance relevant to this provision will be published at a later date.
[bookmark: _Toc209534500][bookmark: _Toc236128612]Health-based targets – applying treatment processes – regulation 6(4)
Guidance relevant to this provision will be published at a later date.
[bookmark: _Toc209534501][bookmark: _Toc236128613]Identifying risks – regulation 6(5)
For the purposes of section 9(2) of the Act, regulation 6(5) details specified risks that all water agencies must address in the RMP. Each specified risk in this regulation must be addressed regardless of whether the water agency's own assessment identifies that risk as a significant concern for its particular system. This means the RMP should show how each specified risk has been considered, including where the water agency determines that the risk is not relevant or is adequately managed for a particular system.
When addressing a specified risk in the RMP, the water agency should demonstrate that it has considered whether and how that risk is relevant to its supply system and has identified the measures in place to manage it, where relevant (in line with section 9(1)(d) of the Act).
Risks specified under regulation 6(5) are not exhaustive and water agencies must document any additional risks in the RMP to comply with section 9(1)(b) of the Act. The risks identified as relevant will be system and source water-specific and therefore will inform risk management strategies tailored to the relevant system.
Please refer to regulation 6(6), and relevant guidance below, for more detail on the meaning of water quality risk.
The specified risks that all water agencies must address, in regulation 6(5)(a), include the risk to human health arising from the presence in water of pathogenic microorganisms, inorganic chemicals (including inorganic disinfection by-products), organic chemicals (including pesticides, pesticide residues and organic disinfection by-products), radionuclides, and algal toxins. 
The ADWG provides a technical reference for understanding health significance across the above listed risk categories.
Water agencies must also address risks relevant to their functions arising from incidents that may cause the organisms or substances referred to in regulation 6(5)(a) to be introduced, whether by humans or the natural environment, into:
· a water supplier’s system of supply; or
· water supplied by the water storage manager.
The emergency management arrangements under regulation 6(1)(e) and the emerging risk process under regulation 6(1)(o) may be particularly relevant to these event-based risks, alongside other relevant RMP requirements such as monitoring and management measures under regulation 6(1)(m) and CCPs under regulation 6(1)(n), where applicable.
Water agencies must also address the risk of the organisms or substances referred to in regulation 6(5)(a) entering into water supplied by the water agency because of the transfer or distribution of that water. These risks connect directly to the infrastructure and maintenance obligations under regulations 6(1)(k) and 6(1)(l) and to the CCP framework under regulation 6(1)(n).
These organisms or substances referred to in regulation 6(5)(a) may be relevant to untreated or treated water and may arise from the transfer, storage, or distribution of water, or other incidents or events that may affect water quality. 
Risk workshops may be used to revise RMPs with regard to the risks identified in this regulation, and any others identified while complying with section 9(1)(b) of the Act. These workshops may be used to consider potential risks to water quality and the potential pathways by which these risks can impact human health via water supply systems. The management of risks should be relevant and kept up to date. Any proposals for asset upgrades or process modifications, including those specified in the improvement plan, should also be assessed to ensure that capital or operational changes will not pose a risk to the quality of water. 
From 6 January 2028, water agencies will have reporting requirements on characteristics including pH, turbidity, dissolved oxygen and if the water contains a chemical or physical characteristics specified in Schedule 2 and if that exceeds the aesthetic guideline values. These characteristics can lead to taste, odour, clarity issues including from presence of an algal metabolite. 
Similarly, water agencies must address risks relevant to their functions arising from an incident that may cause an algal metabolite, a chemical or any other substance to be introduced, whether by humans or the natural environment, into:
· a water supplier’s system of supply; or
· water supplied by the water storage manager.
Water agencies must also address risks to the taste, odour or clarity of water that arise from an algal metabolite, a chemical or any other substance entering into water supplied by the water agency due to transfer or distribution of that water. 
For more information on how identified risks may inform a water sampling program, please refer to Guidance – Water sampling program <https://www.health.vic.gov.au/water/guidance-notes>.
[bookmark: _Toc209534502][bookmark: _Toc236128614]Water quality risk – regulation 6(6)
The term ‘water quality risk’, in relation to water supplied by a water agency, is defined under regulation 6(6) to include a risk referred to in section 9(1)(b) of the Act and a risk specified in regulation 6(5) for the purposes of section 9(2) of the Act. Risks to a water agency’s supply that are not captured under regulation 6(5) must still be documented to comply with section 9(1)(b) of the Act.
This definition applies across regulation 6. The term is used in several RMP content requirements, including positions held by persons responsible for managing water quality risks under regulation 6(1)(c), procedures for consultation with other water agencies under regulation 6(1)(d), required competency and training under regulation 6(1)(i), infrastructure and other features of the system of supply under regulation 6(1)(k), the process for inspecting and maintaining relevant assets under regulation 6(1)(l), monitoring and management measures under regulation 6(1)(m), CCPs under regulation 6(1)(n), the emerging risk process under regulation 6(1)(o), and the data review process under regulation 6(1)(q).


[bookmark: _Toc236128615]Related information
· Guidance – notification and reporting requirements
· Guidance – Water sampling areas
· Guidance – Water sampling program
· NHMRC, NRMMC (2011) Australian Drinking Water Guidelines Paper 6, National Water Quality Management Strategy, National Health and Medical Research Council, National Resource Management Ministerial Council, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra.
· Safe Drinking Water Act 2003
· Safe Drinking Water Amendments Regulations 2026
· Safe Drinking Water Regulations 2025
To receive this document in another format, phone 1300 761 874, using the National Relay Service 13 36 77 if required, or email Environmental Public Health and Water <water@health.vic.gov.au>. 
Available at https://www.health.vic.gov.au/water/drinking-water-in-victoria
Authorised and published by the Victorian Government, 1 Treasury Place, Melbourne. 
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