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Agenda
Scheduled Council Meeting
Tuesday 18 August 2026 at 6pm













Council Chamber, 
25 Ferres Boulevard, South Morang




Councillors
Cr Lawrie Cox, Mayor	Ganbul Gulinj Ward
Cr Blair Colwell, Deputy Mayor	Mill Park Ward
Cr Deb Gunn	Painted Hills Ward
Cr Michael Labrador	Lalor Ward
Cr Jarrod Lappin	Mernda Ward
Cr David Lenberg	Epping Ward
Cr Aidan McLindon	Kirrip Ward
Cr Christine Stow	North Ward
Cr Martin Taylor	South Morang Ward
Cr Chaman Tiwari	Thomastown Ward
Cr Daniela Zinni	Bundoora Ward
Executive Leadership Team
Debbie Wood	Acting Chief Executive Officer
Emma Appleton	Director Planning & Development
Agata Chmielewski	Director Community Wellbeing
Sarah Renner	Director Customer & Corporate Services
Arashdeep Singh	Acting Director Infrastructure & Environment
Janine Morgan	Executive Manager Public Affairs
Tony Dunleavy	Acting Executive Manager Office of Council & CEO

Order of Business

1	Opening	5
1.1	Meeting Opening and Introductions	5
1.2	Apologies	5
1.3	Acknowledgement of Traditional Owners Statement	5
1.4	Diversity and Good Governance Statement	6
1.5	Acknowledgements	6
2	Declarations of Conflict of Interest	6
3	Confirmation of Minutes of Previous Meeting/s	6
4	Public Questions, Petitions and Joint Letters	7
4.1	Public Question Time	7
4.2	Petitions	7
4.2.1	Traffic Arrangements on Equestria Boulevard, Wollert	7
4.3	Joint Letters	8
5	Officers' Reports	9
5.1	Data Centres in the City of Whittlesea	9
5.2	Aquatics & Leisure Facility in Mernda	28
5.3	Governance Report	45
6	Notices of Motion	48
7	Urgent Business	48
8	Reports from Councillors and Acting CEO Update	48
9	Tabled Reports	48
10	Confidential Business	48
11	Closure	48


Note:
At the Chair’s discretion, the meeting may be closed to the public in accordance with Section 66(2)(a) of the Local Government Act 2020.  The provision which is likely to be relied upon to enable closure is set out in each item.  These reports are not available for public distribution.



Question Time:
Council will hold public question time for up to 30 minutes at each Scheduled Council Meeting to allow for public questions, petitions or joint letters from our community to be read out by the Acting Chief Executive Officers delegate and responses will be provided by the Acting Chief Executive Officer.

Questions are required to be submitted in writing no later than 12 noon on the day prior to a Scheduled Council Meeting.  

Priority will be given to questions or statements that relate to agenda items.  Any questions submitted after 12 noon the day prior will be held over to the following Council Meeting. 

The Public Question form can be downloaded from Council’s website. Refer: https://www.whittlesea.vic.gov.au/about-us/council/council-meetings/ 

Council is committed to ensuring that all residents and ratepayers of the municipality may contribute to Council’s democratic process and therefore, if you have special requirements, please telephone Council’s Governance Team prior to any Council Meeting on 
(03) 9217 2170.

[bookmark: 1__Opening][bookmark: _Toc237518054]
1	Opening	
[bookmark: 1.1__Meeting_Opening_and_Introductions][bookmark: _Toc237518055]1.1	Meeting Opening and Introductions	
The Chair, Cr Lawrie Cox will open the meeting and introduce the Councillors and Acting Chief Executive Officer:
 
Cr Blair Colwell, Deputy Mayor
Cr Deb Gunn
Cr Michael Labrador
Cr Jarrod Lappin
Cr David Lenberg
Cr Aidan McLindon
Cr Christine Stow
Cr Martin Taylor
Cr Chaman Tiwari
Debbie Wood, Acting Chief Executive Officer
 
The Acting Chief Executive Officer, Debbie Wood will introduce members of the Executive Leadership Team:
 
Emma Appleton, Director Planning and Development;
Agata Chmielewski, Director Community Wellbeing;
Sarah Renner, Director Customer and Corporate Services;
Arashdeep Singh, Acting Director Infrastructure and Environment;
Janine Morgan, Executive Manager Public Affairs; and
Tony Dunleavy, Acting Executive Manager Office of Council and CEO.

[bookmark: 1.2__Apologies][bookmark: _Toc237518056]1.2	Apologies	
[bookmark: 1.3__Acknowledgement_of_Traditional_Own]Cr Daniela Zinni

[bookmark: _Toc237518057]1.3	Acknowledgement of Traditional Owners Statement	
The Chair will read the following statement:

“On behalf of Council, I recognise the rich Aboriginal heritage of this country and acknowledge the Wurundjeri Willum Clan and Taungurung People as the Traditional Owners of lands within the City of Whittlesea. 

I would also like to acknowledge Elders past, present and emerging.”


[bookmark: 1.4__Diversity_and_Good_Governance_Stat][bookmark: _Toc237518058]1.4	Diversity and Good Governance Statement	
The Chair will read the following statement:

“At the City of Whittlesea we are proud of our diversity and the many cultures, faiths and beliefs that make up our community.  We strive to be an inclusive welcoming City that fosters active participation, wellbeing and connection to each other and this land.  We commit as a Council to making informed decisions to benefit the people of the City of Whittlesea now and into the future, to support our community’s vision of A Place For All.”

[bookmark: 1.5__Acknowledgements][bookmark: _Toc237518059]1.5	Acknowledgements	

[bookmark: 2__Declarations_of_Conflict_of_Interest][bookmark: _Toc237518060]2	Declarations of Conflict of Interest	

[bookmark: 3__Confirmation_of_Minutes_of_Previous_][bookmark: _Toc237518061]3	Confirmation of Minutes of Previous Meeting/s	
Recommendation
THAT Council confirm the minutes of the Scheduled Council Meeting held on 21 July 2026, as circulated.
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4	Public Questions, Petitions and Joint Letters	
[bookmark: 4.1__Public_Question_Time][bookmark: _Toc237518063]4.1	Public Question Time	

[bookmark: 4.2__Petitions][bookmark: _Toc237518064]4.2	Petitions	
[bookmark: 4.2.1__Traffic_Arrangements_on_Equestri][bookmark: _Toc237518065]4.2.1	Traffic Arrangements on Equestria Boulevard, Wollert	
4.2.1 Traffic Arrangements on Equestria Boulevard, Wollert
A petition has been received containing 48 signatures from residents requesting that Council modify the traffic arrangements on Equestria Boulevard to address concerns regarding the impact of high-frequency heavy vehicle traffic on the health and safety of residents in the area.

Equestria Boulevard is used regularly by heavy construction vehicles. This is a narrow residential street that is not intended for this volume of large trucks. Residents and visitors are dealing with hazardous driving, speeding and near misses every day.

With road works on Epping Road recently completed there are no alternate routes that are more suitable and safer to handle this traffic than Equestria Boulevard. 

Residents’ note there is State Government Funding for this purpose and request the City of Whittlesea apply for these funds to commence work immediately. 
Recommendation
THAT Council:
1.	Note the petition.
2.	Refer the matter to the Acting Chief Executive Officer for consideration by the relevant department.
[bookmark: 4.3__Joint_Letters][bookmark: _Toc237518066]
4.3	Joint Letters	
No Joint Letters
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5	Officers' Reports	
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5.1 Data Centres in the City of Whittlesea

Director/Executive Manager:	Director Planning & Development

Report Author:	Manager Economic Development

In Attendance:	Manager Building & Planning
Manager Economic Development
Executive Summary
The purpose of this report is to provide an overview of data centres and propose potential next steps for Council to consider.

As of 29 May 2026, there are currently more than 270 data centres in Australia, with 60 in Victoria, each ranging in size and scale. 

Data centres are now recognised by both the Commonwealth and Victorian Governments as critical digital infrastructure that underpins AI capability, economic growth and future productivity. While the sector presents opportunities for investment and enhanced digital capability, it also creates significant planning, environmental and land use challenges that require a definite policy response.

The Commonwealth’s 2026 expectations for data centres and AI infrastructure developers, together with Victoria’s AI Mission Statement 2026 and Sustainable Data Centre Action Plan 2026, signal strong support for sector expansion. At the same time, significant projects can be assessed through State Government planning pathways such as the Victorian Government’s Development Facilitation Program (DFP), significantly limiting local government’s decision-making role, and community’s ability to have their say on these significant developments. 

The report identifies economic opportunities associated with data centres, particularly during construction, supply chain activation, and the expansion of Victoria’s digital economy. The report also presents concerns raised about sustainability, infrastructure demand, and local planning and amenity outcomes. 

Key issues include very high water and energy consumption, limited regulatory benchmarks for water and power efficiency, noise, urban heat island impacts, waste heat management, e-waste and pressure on electricity networks. 


From a land use perspective, data centres compete for prime industrial land yet generate fewer ongoing jobs than logistics or manufacturing, and can create inactive, bulky built form with poor interfaces to nearby residential or mixed-use areas if not carefully designed. The report highlights the absence of a dedicated Victorian assessment framework to consistently manage these impacts.

The report proposes that Council advocates strongly for an evidence-based Federal and Victorian regulatory framework that mitigates and manages the significant impacts of data centres while enabling the benefits of data centres as critical infrastructure to be realised and a clear investment environment to be established. 
Officers’ Recommendation
THAT Council:
1. Note the significant and growing community interest in data centre development, including concerns about environmental, amenity and health impacts and the lack of transparency and community consultation in the current State-led planning pathway for data centres.
2. Note that planning applications for data centres are increasingly being assessed by the Victorian Government’s Development Facilitation Program (DFP) which limits Council and community’s ability to influence, provide feedback or seek a merits review at the Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal of Ministerial planning decisions for data centres.
3. Note that Council Officers submitted a formal objection to the Victorian Government’s Development Facilitation Program (DFP) on 19 July 2024 for the data centre planning permit application PA2402997 at 525 & 535 McDonalds Road, South Morang and 765 Plenty Road, South Morang.
4. Note that Council officers are actively participating in committees established to inform a Local Government position on data centres, including the Municipal Association of Victoria, National Growth Areas Alliance and the Planning Institute of Australia. 
5. Support a Council officer submission to the Australian Federal Parliamentary Inquiry into Artificial Intelligence and Data Centres, either directly or through a submission coordinated by the National Growth Areas Alliance on behalf of Growth Area Councils.
6. Resolve that the Mayor write to the Victorian Government to:
a. publish the Victorian Government’s Sustainable Data Centre Action Plan;
b. undertake a Victorian Parliamentary Joint Select Committee Inquiry into Data Centres, to appropriately understand the environmental, social and economic impacts of data centres, which will inform a robust regulatory framework for data centres in Victoria; 
c. establish a joint State and Local Government Taskforce to develop planning, environmental and infrastructure policy responses for data centres, including planning scheme amendments and any regulatory or legislative changes following the proposed Parliamentary Inquiry; and
d. commit to a rigorous and transparent planning permit assessment process of data centres, giving weight to Council’s strategic planning policies and expert advice, as well as informing and considering community views.

Nothing further on front page


Background / Key Information
A data centre is a building that stores computing machines and hardware. Data centres contain the computing systems infrastructure that IT systems require such as servers, data storage drives and network equipment. There are several types of data centres within Australia, including:
· Hyperscale & Cloud Data Centres: Massive, centralised facilities designed for cloud service providers (CSPs) like AWS, Microsoft Azure, and Google Cloud Often used for massive, scalable cloud storage.
· Colocation: Third-party facilities where organisations lease space, power, and cooling. Equinix and NEXTDC are prominent providers, allowing companies to avoid building their own infrastructure.
· Enterprise Data Centres: Private facilities owned and operated by single large organisations or government agencies (e.g., banks, government) for in-house infrastructure management.
· Edge Data Centres: Smaller, decentralized facilities situated closer to end-users to reduce lag times and improve performance for 5G, IoT, and real-time applications.
· Modular/Containerised Data Centres: Portable, self-contained units that can be deployed quickly to provide tailored capacity.
· AI-Ready Data Centres: Specialised facilities designed to handle the extreme amounts of electricity and heat generate by tightly packed servers of AI and machine learning workloads.

As of 29 May 2026, there are currently more than 270 data centres in Australia, with 60 in Victoria, each ranging in size and scale.

Federal Government position of Data Centres
The Commonwealth Government considers data centres as critical national infrastructure that underpins digital services, economic growth and the uptake of AI. In March 2026, the government released the ‘Expectations for Data Centres’ and ‘AI Infrastructure Developers’, setting a policy position that supports expansion of the sector to position Australia as a regional data and AI hub. 

Developments must align with the following national priorities:
· Prioritising Australia’s national interest;
· Supporting Australia’s energy transition;
· Sustainable and efficient water usage;
· Investment in Australian skills and workforce; and
· Research, innovation and local capability.

In June 2026 the Federal Government announced plans to begin limiting energy supply to hyperscale data centres during peak times, to avoid community shortages and impacts to other critical services. A timeline for these plans is yet to be announced.

On 13 May 2026, the Federal Government opened a Parliamentary Enquiry into Artificial intelligence and data centres, submissions to this enquiry close on 1 September 2026 with a reporting date scheduled for 16 November 2026.

Victorian Government Position on Data Centres
Data centres are a priority for the Victorian State Government. On 30 January 2026, the Victorian State Government released its ‘AI Mission Statement’, which sets out the plan to responsibly develop and adopt AI. 

To achieve this vision, six key pillars have been identified, including the support for data centres and digital infrastructure, explicitly stating to make it more attractive, sustainable and easier to invest. Within the Statement, a commitment has been made to invest $5.5 million in a Sustainable Data Centre Action Plan which aims to unlock projects valued at up to $25 billion, establishing the state as the Asia-Pacific hub for sustainable data centres.

As data centres are a priority for the Victorian State Government, this paper considers the impacts and opportunities relevant to the economy, challenges and positions of other local Councils.

Victorian Planning Policy Context
The Victorian Planning Policy Framework broadly supports infrastructure investment, economic development, innovation and the delivery of strategically significant projects. Data centres are increasingly being considered through this lens, with the Victorian Government recognising digital infrastructure as a key enabler of productivity, technological advancement and economic growth.

The ‘Victorian Government's AI Mission Statement’ identifies digital infrastructure and data centres as critical to Victoria's ambition of becoming a leading destination for artificial intelligence investment and innovation. This policy direction signals that future growth in the sector is expected and encouraged, subject to appropriate environmental and planning outcomes being achieved.

Development applications considered to be of significant economic importance may be assessed through the Minister for Planning through the Development Facilitation Program under Clause 53.22 (Significant Economic Development). This pathway reflects a State Government policy position that certain projects warrant assessment at a state level due to their economic significance and strategic importance. 

While this process reduces the role of local government as the decision maker, Councils remain stakeholders via a voluntary referral process. Through this process Officers provide advice, however the DFP is not obliged to consider the feedback provided by Council in its final decision making.

According to a recent paper, ‘Data Centres – implications for growth areas’, developed by NGAA, national demand is now heavily focused on Melbourne due to projected significant population-driven growth. Nearly half of Australia’s long-term committed and early-stage data centre capacity is in Melbourne. In addition, 97 per cent of Melbourne’s data centre capacity currently under construction is already pre-committed, indicating very strong short-term demand.

Within the City of Whittlesea, there are two planned data centres, both in South Morang and developed by DoverDC. 

The hyperscale PVAC Data Centre (SM1) has been approved via the State Government’s Development Facilitation Program (DFP), located at 525-535 McDonalds Road, with a site size of 36,519sqm. Council officers are currently working with the developers and Department of Transport and Planning (DTP) regarding access points to the site.

While the approved hyperscale data centre supports employment and investment objectives it has compromised several key outcomes of the Plenty Valley Town Centre strategic planning framework. In particular, it does not deliver the Oleander Drive–Plenty Road connector road identified within the Structure Plan and Activity Centre Zone, departs from the previously approved subdivision framework, reduces future development flexibility within Precinct 5, and limits the ability to realise the integrated movement and employment outcomes envisaged for the employment precinct. The approval effectively prioritised the operational requirements of a state-significant development over the long-term urban structure and transport outcomes established through Council's strategic planning work.

The second DoverDC hyperscale development (SM2) has yet to be approved via the DFP, the development site is 8.7ha. At this stage, no timeline has been released as to when a decision will be made.

Employment and pathway opportunities 
Mandala’s Report (the Report) – ‘Empowering Australia’s Digital Future’, suggests there are 9,600 full-time equivalent (FTE) jobs supporting data centre operations in Australia. The data centre workforce needs to grow by 8,300 to reach 17,900 by 2030 to continue powering Australia’s digital economy. The additional 8,300 jobs are for ongoing operational jobs, including tech trades (such as electricians and air conditioning technicians), engineers, and ICT professionals, required to support growing demand for data centre operations. 
The construction and fit out phases of data centres contributes directly to Gross State Product, and supports local supply chains in civil works, electrical engineering, manufacturing and logistics. According to the Report, data centres also support employment during the construction phase of these facilities. Higher employment numbers are during the construction phase of a data centre, rather than post-construction. The Report suggests that the construction phase requires approximately 15 jobs for every 1 post-construction job. These jobs are typically in the construction sector and its supply chain.

Tech trades, which is currently experiencing a shortage, make up approximately one in 10 data centre jobs (11 per cent). This is even higher in businesses that focus exclusively on owning, building and operating data centre operators such as AirTrunk, CDC and NextDC, making up approximately three in 10 jobs (30 per cent). These skilled jobs include electronic equipment trade workers, electricians, heating, ventilation and air conditioning technicians, and mechanical engineers. 

The number of ongoing roles can vary between sites, but each data centre has the same requirements - 24/7 staffing, safety and security. Common on-site roles include: 
· Data centre technicians. 
· Electrical, HVAC and mechanical specialists.
· Security. 
· Operations managers.

While the employment environment changes with AI, these roles mentioned above do not require university degrees, making data centres an employment pathway for TAFE graduates and those looking to transition into the sector through upskilling. As well as on-site roles, there are often several on-call (off-site) roles associated with a data centre operation. Additional various roles are required to further support the digital infrastructure. These can include sales and administration workers and ICT professionals.

To enable the State’s long-term productivity growth and competitiveness, data centres can expand Victoria’s digital capacity and enable AI-driven innovation across sectors including health care, education, transport and advanced manufacturing. Local high-capacity infrastructure will help Victoria’s goal of developing AI and digital skills, these skills are now a central pillar of the economy, with the Digital Jobs – ‘AI Career Conversion Program’ and the AI Mission Statement setting a clear intention to align infrastructure investment with workforce development. The AI Carer Conversion program is an $8.1m program, providing upskilling opportunities for tech works and other professionals in roles that are at risk of AI disruption.



TAFEs and Universities are equipping students with AI skills by including the use of AI into the training they offer. There are currently six Victorian universities with dedicated AI research centres, including La Trobe’s Australian Centre for Artificial Intelligence in Medical Innovation (ACAMI) at their Bundoora campus. These centres require high-performance systems and capability to enable the research they do in partnership with governments and health; they produce graduates with advanced digital and AI skills and collaborate with industry for workplace development. The creation of pathways between TAFEs, universities and industry ensures graduates have exposure to global technology firms, who provide exposure to digital infrastructure to keep highly skilled graduates in the State.

The Victorian Government Digital Strategy refers to significant opportunities to boost Victoria’s economic activity and drive sustainable growth by investing in new digital technologies and safeguards. The Strategy suggests the digital economy could generate 8,000 jobs for Victorians, with a $1.5 billion economic beneﬁt and a further $25-30 billion uplift in the Gross State Product through information, communication and technology services revenue.

Implications of Data Centres
There are many implications Councils are currently facing in accommodating data centres. These are outlined below.

Environmental 
Water 
Data centres present escalating environmental pressures in Victoria, particularly regarding water usage and energy demand. Water consumption is rising sharply as new facilities continue to use potable water for cooling purposes. In Melbourne’s northern and western growth corridors, proposed centres are seeking extraction volumes in the millions of cubic metres annually. Within the Greater Western Water catchment, current usage of 33.1 ML could surge to more than 19,700 ML if approved developments proceed - equivalent to the annual needs of 330,000 residents. This growth is occurring amid increasing climate driven water scarcity and in the absence of a mandated Water Use Effectiveness (WUE) benchmark, resulting in water impacts being assessed late in planning processes.

Energy Use
Energy demand is similarly intensifying. National data centre capacity is expected to double by 2030, driven by AI and cloud adoption, placing significant strain on Victoria’s electricity network. With no mandated Power Usage Effectiveness (PUE) standard, Councils/DTP must individually assess efficiency claims, renewable procurement strategies, and reliance on diesel backup generation during grid instability. Best practice PUE (<1.34) is not consistently required, and without additional renewable generation, electricity prices could rise by up to 23% by 2035.
Urban heat island and local microclimates
Data centres contribute to localised heat generation through mechanical cooling systems and heat rejection infrastructure. Within urban environments this can exacerbate the urban heat island effect, with implications for:
· Neighbouring land uses, including residential areas or activity centres.
· Pedestrian and outdoor thermal comfort.
· Local microclimates and cool refuge areas that support community resilience during extreme heat events.
· Energy demand for surrounding buildings, increasing cooling requirements, operational costs and greenhouse gas emissions.
 
Heat rejection - the process of removing or blocking unwanted thermal energy - has the potential to provide a community benefit if it is captured and repurposed to meet local heating needs:
· Whilst heat waves are a major risk for communities, cold weather in poorly insulated and inefficient housing remains a major risk for our communities. Communities are still reliant on carbon intensive methods to heat their homes. 
· Waste heat from data centres could be repurposed to support district heating or other community needs (such as heating aquatic centres), which is current practice in European Countries.

Noise and light pollution
Data centre can generate noise that impacts local communities and adjacent building occupants. Artificial lighting from data centres may also contribute to light pollution, which affects residents as well as negatively impacts nocturnal wildlife, disrupting their breeding and feeding cycles.

While there is limited research on the impact of data centre noise on the natural environment, locating these facilities near conservation areas and waterways may have implications for many species of local fauna. 

It is important that data centres prepare local noise management plans in accordance with the Environmental Protection Act 2019 and adopt of the National Light Pollution Guidelines for Wildlife, to ensure that local communities and the natural environment are not impacted by the noise or light generated by the facility, plant, and equipment.

Assessment framework
While water corporations manage the water aspects of any application and data centres are responsible to fund any infrastructure costs, Victoria lacks a dedicated assessment framework for data centres. 
Existing tools such as BESS do not capture 24/7 loads, high water use, heat rejection, or embodied carbon. Industry tools like NABERS and Green Star provide partial coverage but remain voluntary or incomplete.
 
Stronger requirements for upfront water and energy specifications, mandatory WUE/PUE thresholds, alternative water sourcing, heat reuse planning, and embodied carbon reporting are essential to avoid approvals based on vague or substandard sustainability commitments.

Land use and urban design impacts
Development of land is subject to the provisions of the Whittlesea Planning Scheme. All land includes various zones, overlays and provisions that regulate the use and development of land in the municipality. Data centres are a defined land use term within the Whittlesea Planning Scheme, which is nested under the broader term Utility Installation, this use typically requires a planning permit. While data centres are generally associated with industrial and employment areas, their suitability depends upon the underlying zone, surrounding land uses, infrastructure availability and potential amenity impacts. The Victorian Planning Provisions provide a framework for assessing these matters on a site-by-site basis.

Due to their infrastructure requirements, data centres are most located within industrial precincts and major employment areas where access to power, water and transport infrastructure can be provided efficiently. Their establishment within residential or environmentally sensitive areas would present significant planning challenges due to built form, amenity and strategic land use considerations. 

Depending on the scale, significance and policy context of the proposal, applications will be assessed through one of two planning pathways:
· Council Assessment (Standard Statutory Planning Process) - Council is the Responsible Authority.
· State Assessment (Development Facilitation Program – Clause 53.22 Significant Economic Development) - Minister for Planning is the Responsible Authority for projects deemed to have significant economic or strategic importance to Victoria. 

An example of the latter is the approved data centre at 525-535 McDonalds Rd, South Morang, which was assessed through the State Government DFP program.

Data centres present unique land use challenges within the City of Whittlesea. These developments are typically located on land with access to the existing enabling infrastructure required for ongoing operations, including high voltage transmission lines, water supply and stormwater connectivity. Data centre development favour larger land parcels with access to major road networks. 
For these reasons, established industrial precincts within proximity to high voltage transmission infrastructure are attractive to data centre operators. This has resulted in data centres being frequently recognised as the ‘highest and best use’ for industrial land, often outcompeting traditional logistics and manufacturing land uses for land availability. The development of prime industrial land for data centres is therefore directly competing with other land uses which have traditionally generated significantly more employment. This has strategic implications on the ongoing design and development of industrial land within the municipality, particularly with regards to maximising job opportunities at scale and ancillary land uses that are required to support an employment precinct. 

Like other large-scale industrial built form, the interfaces of large-scale data centre to surrounding built form, and especially lower density housing, needs to be carefully managed. Adjacent to lower density housing, these can create bulky and dominating built form, negatively impact neighbourhood character, limit outlook and create other negative amenity impacts (e.g. light spill and noise). Significant security requirements can have an adverse impact on the public realm, presenting high security fencing and buffer areas to the street, as landscaping is often constrained by the need for clear sightlines for security cameras. 

On larger sites, data centres often have large building footprints and residual land on site, mostly hardscaped surface car parking. Through appropriate planning and regulation, these areas can hold multiple benefits. Solar energy panels can be incorporated above car parking areas to supplement power supply in case of power grid fluctuations. Integrated water management elements, such as deep soil areas or stormwater capture, can be incorporated into the design. Extensive roof top areas can accommodate solar panels, green roofs, enhance biodiversity and reduce heat island effect, for example, Skygard Data Centre in Oslo, Norway. These considerations can and should be required as part of a data centre development through consistent policy. 

In mixed-use precincts, the interface for these data centres becomes more crucial. These facilities often have inactive frontages with blank walls and externalised infrastructure, creating a “white elephant” in the precinct, reducing overall activation and vibrancy. Some recent examples in Australia, incorporate active uses within the data centre without compromising on security, for example, NEXTDC Data Centre, B2 Stage 2 in Brisbane. 

This allows the ground floor to be activated, contributing to the activation of the broader precincts, and provides opportunities to incorporate spaces for the community, such as learning spaces for technology training initiatives. This requires a coordinated approach from government to set a minimum expectation for activation and land-use mix provided when integrating data centres in mixed-use precincts.

Smaller and modular data centre typologies are emerging to fit multiple built form typologies. For example, server hubs that could be located within commercial building cores or basements. This would allow data centres to be incorporated into mixed-use precincts, while creating additional revenue for building owners. However, for this to be realised, planning for commercial precincts needs to future proof infrastructure provision.

Land developers vs Data Centre developers
Data centres are becoming attractive to land developers as an opportunity to take advantage when marketing their sites for investment However, a data centre developer will only consider sites that are suitably located and within proximity to the infrastructure that is required, such as electricity and water. Not all sites will be suitable, as the decision on location will depend on the cost to infrastructure access. Data centre developers will typically have an offtake client in place, i.e. AWS or Microsoft, whereas a land developer will market their land as a potential location for a data centre, based on size and potential infrastructure connections, without the offtake client.

Decommissioning 
As technology continues to evolve, it is likely that a data centre will reach the end of its lifecycle. It is important for data centre developers and investors to consider data centre decommissioning which ensure outdated equipment is properly disposed of. According to Hexatronic Data Centre 2026, data centre decommissioning is a systematic process of retiring data centre infrastructure when it is no longer needed. The development of a decommissioning plan is important, as it should address:
· Physical removal of IT equipment, cabling and support infrastructure;
· Data sanitization to ensure no recoverable information remains;
· Environmental disposal or recycling of hardware in compliance with e-waste regulations;
· Documentation and reporting for audit trails and compliance; and
· Asset value recovery through resale, refurbishment or recycling programs.

Without a plan in place, there can be severe impacts on the environment with incorrect disposal, as well as privacy concerns with mistreatment of data.

An international precedent is the United Kingdom’s Nuclear Liabilities Fund (NLF). NLF is an independently managed fund established to ensure sufficient financial resources are available to meet the long-term costs of decommissioning nuclear power stations. The NLF operates on the principle that infrastructure operators should contribute to a dedicated fund over the life of an asset, rather than leaving decommissioning costs to future governments or communities.

As Australia positions itself as a global destination for digital infrastructure investment, there is an opportunity to lead in policy innovation. Drawing on models such as the NLF, governments can ensure data centres built today do not create financial or environmental burdens tomorrow.

Positions of other Councils
To better understand the work being undertaken by other councils, Council Officers have engaged with multiple Local Governments and reviewed information publicly available. It has been established through these conversations, Data Centre investors and developers, through the work of Invest Victoria, consider the State as an attractive location.

Wyndham City Council
To date, Wyndham has the greatest number of data centres in the metro area, including currently operational centres and future planned, these applications have been processed either by the Wyndham City Council and through the State Government’s DFP. On 28 July 2026, Wyndham City Council moved a Notice of Motion that Council:
· Notes the increasing number of proposals for data centres within Wyndham and acknowledges both the economic opportunities and the significant impacts these developments may have on local communities, infrastructure, energy consumption, water resources, land use planning, and the environment.
· Recognises growing community interest and concern regarding the location, scale and cumulative impacts of data centre developments across the municipality.
· Requests officers to prepare a report for Council within six months that: 
· Examines the current and projected growth of data centre developments within Wyndham;
· Identifies the potential impacts and benefits of such developments, including community, environmental, infrastructure, transport, energy and water considerations;
· Reviews approaches adopted by other Victorian, interstate and international local governments in relation to data centre developments;
· Investigates planning, advocacy and policy mechanisms available to Council   to manage and respond to future proposals; and
· Recommends a formal Council policy position on data centre developments within Wyndham.

City of Melbourne
The Lord Mayor of the City of Melbourne, Nicholas Reece attended the C40 Cities London Climate Action Week 2026 summit in June, which brought together Mayors from across the world to discuss climate challenges we are all facing. Included in these discussions was the future of urban data centres and an outcome of the week was the announcement of the ‘The Global Urban Data Centres Pact’. 
The Pact sets out four recommendations and was endorsed by 42 cities, including Melbourne, Sydney, Milan, Rio de Janeiro, Montreal, Oslo, London and Seattle.

The recommendations are:
1. Strategically integrated into cities.
2. Sustainable and resource-efficient.
3. Accountable and community-focused.
4. An engine for cost-security and shared prosperity.

The future NextDC, planned for Fisherman’s Bend in the City of Melbourne is an example of how the DFP has been used to bypass council during the permit issuing stage. The $918m, 58,178 sqm centre was approved on 14 January 2026. 
 
Hume City Council
Following an earlier report to Council on 23 February 2026, on Monday 10 August 2026 Hume City Council moved the recommendation that Council:
· Writes to the Premier of Victoria, the Minister for Planning, the Minister for Artificial Intelligence and Digital Economy, and the Minister for Jobs, Industry and Advanced Manufacturing, requesting that the Victorian Government:
· Introduce a moratorium on approvals for new data centres and expansions of existing data centres until a Victorian Parliamentary Joint Select Committee Inquiry into Data Centres has been completed. The Inquiry should include comprehensive public hearings and invite evidence from scientific experts, community organisations, Traditional Owners, local residents, local governments, industry representatives and relevant government agencies to consider the cumulative environmental, social and economic impacts of data centres and recommend an appropriate regulatory framework and other initiatives identified through the inquiry process.
· Actively participate in the Australian Government's development of national standards, regulatory frameworks and policy settings relating to artificial intelligence and associated digital infrastructure, ensuring alignment between national and Victorian regulatory responses.
· Establish a joint State and Local Government Taskforce to develop planning, environmental and infrastructure policy responses for the siting and operation of data centres, including the preparation of planning scheme amendments for public consultation and implementation through regulation and/or legislation following completion of the proposed Parliamentary Inquiry.


· Ensure the work of the Taskforce includes consideration of:
(a) 	Cumulative and place-based strategic assessments; electricity network capacity and energy demand; water supply, water security and catchment health; biodiversity and ecosystem impacts; land use planning and agricultural land protection; clustering and precinct-based development; community amenity and social impacts; economic benefits, including local jobs and skills development; and any additional matters identified through research, consultation and stakeholder engagement. 
· Immediately release the Victorian Government's Sustainable Data Centre Action Plan and all supporting research informing its development.
· Notes the significant and growing community interest in the development and expansion of data centres, including concerns raised by residents, community organisations and environmental groups regarding their cumulative impacts.
· Notes community interest in a public information session to provide independent information on data centre development, planning processes, environmental impacts, energy demand, water use and economic outcomes.
· Resolves to provide appropriate in-kind support for a public information session on data centres, subject to Council's usual policies and procedures.

Melton City Council
On 16 July 2026, Melton City Council released a statement, confirming all data centre proponents in the municipality had chosen the State Government’s Development Facilitation Program, therefore limiting Council’s role in the approval process to just providing feedback. 

Melton City Council confirmed it had no decision-making authority over the three proposals that were assessed through the State Government’s planning system, one in Cobblebank, which is under construction and two proposals in Truganina, both at the planning phase.

Other Local Government Areas
A common theme emerging across local government is acknowledging the key policy question is no longer whether data centres should be accommodated within Victoria, but how they can be delivered in a manner that achieves improved environmental, urban design and community outcomes. This reflects the increasing recognition of data centres as essential economic and digital infrastructure. Australia could be a leader and push innovation.

When considering interstate, the Committee for Sydney recently published a submission, to the NSW Legislative Council’s Inquiry into data centres, with a position of a question of ‘how’, not a question of ‘if’. 
The submission acknowledges that data centres are critical economic infrastructure and engines for investment and innovation, however data centres are competing with other essential land uses. The submission articulated that data centres should be seen as infrastructure rather than employment uses, and through this lens, data centres should be planned, contributed to and governed as infrastructure – with clear obligations, designated locations, and outcome-based performance standards that ensure data centres are a contributory land use and assets for municipalities. 

Global outlook
While investment in Australia is new, data centres are been operational around the world for some years.

USA
· The Environmental and Energy Study Institute report that data centres account for approx. 4-5% of the total national electricity and expecting to rise to 12% by 2030 with the continued demand for AI. Currently 56% of the electricity used to power data centres comes from fossil fuels.
· With over 5,000 data centres, the USA has more than half of the world’s data centres.

Europe
· There are examples of data centres being built underground, repurposing existing infrastructure, i.e. mines and nuclear bunkers. Design features enable excess heat generated to be used to warm local homes. 
· Germany and the UK both have over 500 data centres, ranging in size and design, putting the two countries only behind the USA on the volume of operational data centres.

A common trend across the world is the intensive power usage and need for water to operate data centres. Data centres consume 6% of the UK’s electricity supply and the UK government has designated them as critical national infrastructure.

Consideration for next steps - Advocacy opportunities to State and Federal Government 
While data centres are a priority of the Victorian State Government, with no data centre specific regulations in place, Council can take a similar approach to advocate to State Government to consider implementing a regulatory policy framework.

Taking a similar approach to other Councils, Council may consider advocating to the State Government to develop a state-wide policy framework in partnership with local councils, to better guide and consistently assess data centre proposals in Victoria. 


The level of interest is high across multiple Councils, therefore advocating could be done in a coordinated manner with other key stakeholders including Councils, NCA, NGAA, NORTH Link and MAV. This can be in consideration to land use planning and environmental parameters, such as:
· Waste heat recovery assessment.
· Renewable energy requirements.
· Urban heat island standards.
· E-waste management standards.
· Urban design requirements.

The State Government could consider establishing a ‘Future Fund’, as part of its policy framework, whereby data centre investors and developers make financial contributions to the State Government that is used for the decommissioning stage. 

Alternatively, a Community Benefit Fund could be established, with funds being provided to Councils during the operation of data centres. These funds could be used to remediate any damages to land within or adjacent to a data centre site and like current developer contributions, used to enhance and support the lives of the community through infrastructure development.

Additional advocacy activities may also include:
· Enter a submission solely or in partnership to the Federal Parliamentary Inquiry Artificial intelligence and data centres. Submissions close on 1 September 2026.
· Develop a framework to review data centre development proposals - A framework could be created to influence the decisions of developers and investors to ensure data centres are well placed, with required parameters in mind.
Alignment to Community Plan, Policies or Strategies
Alignment to Whittlesea 2040 and Community Plan 2025-2029:

Strong Local Economy  
Our City is a smart choice for innovation, business growth and industry as well as supporting local businesses to be successful, enabling opportunities for local work and education.

Data centre infrastructure can support business growth and innovation, and diverse employment opportunities.
Considerations of Local Government Act (2020) Principles
Financial Management
There are no financial management considerations.

Community Consultation and Engagement
Officers have consulted internally with relevant departments and local government officers from Councils mentioned in the report.

A report and presentation were taken to the Youth Council meeting on Monday 3 August. Young Councillors shared with Officers their lack of support for the South Morang development and concerns more broadly impacting the community.

There was no community consultation undertaken by the Victorian Government prior to its approval of the South Morang data centre. Concern about data centre developments and operations is visible in local community social media groups, through questions to Council and at organised forums. A community-led petition to the Victorian Parliament calls on the Government to place an emergency moratorium on the South Morang data centre project citing concerns about the potential impacts of a large hyperscale data centre on the surrounding community and that they did not receive public notice or public consultation before planning permits were approved. Residents have concerns about water and electricity usage, environmental impacts on the surrounding community, noise during and after construction and any potential short or long-term health impacts on the community.
Residents are calling for greater transparency about the project, ongoing communication and public information sessions where the community can ask questions, clear information about traffic, noise, electricity, water use and environmental management, and careful consideration of the project’s impacts on the surrounding community including whether mandatory planning considerations were followed for amenity, traffic, flooding, vegetation, notice and infrastructure and community consultation is conducted. This petition has received over 4200 signatures.
Other Principles for Consideration
Overarching Governance Principles and Supporting Principles
(b)	Priority is to be given to achieving the best outcomes for the municipal community, including future generations.

Public Transparency Principles
(a) Council decision making processes must be transparent except when the Council is dealing with information that is confidential by virtue of the Local Government Act or any other Act.
Council Policy Considerations
Environmental Sustainability Considerations 
Data centres are significant users of water and electricity, yet in Victoria there is no mandated benchmark for water efficiency, and applications continue to prioritise potable water over non-potable alternatives despite growing climate-related water scarcity risks. Their location, scale and timing are also heavily driven by power availability, with individual facilities requiring electricity comparable to tens of thousands of households and creating impacts beyond the site itself.

Social, Cultural and Health
Heat generation from data centres can exacerbate the urban heat island effect, impacting neighbouring land uses, pedestrian comfort, local microclimates and energy demand for surrounding buildings.

Economic
Data centres support the creation of significant jobs and economic value in Victoria, with workforce demand projected to grow by 8,300 roles by 2030 across operations, construction and specialist trades. They also strengthen local supply chains, provide accessible career pathways, and support the digital infrastructure needed for AI, research and productivity growth.

Legal, Resource and Strategic Risk Implications
Data centres are increasingly attracting public interest due to concerns relating to water consumption, energy demand, industrial land supply and environmental impacts. There is a reputational risk for local government where community expectations differ from State-led decision-making processes. There is also a strategic risk that, without clear State policy guidance, inconsistent outcomes may emerge across municipalities. Conversely, there is a risk that Victoria may lose opportunities for investment and digital infrastructure if approval pathways become uncertain or inconsistent.
Implementation Strategy
Communication
Following Council Briefing, internal stakeholders will be advised of next steps and coordinate a formalised working group for planning and implementation. 
Declaration of Conflict of Interest
Under Section 130 of the Local Government Act 2020 officers providing advice to Council are required to disclose any conflict of interest they have in a matter and explain the nature of the conflict.

The Responsible Officer reviewing this report, having made enquiries with relevant members of staff, reports that no disclosable interests have been raised in relation to this report.
Attachments
Nil
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Director/Executive Manager:	Director Community Wellbeing

Report Author:	Manager Active Places & Communities

In Attendance:	Manager Active Places & Communities
Executive Summary
In line with Council's resolution of 16 June 2026, this report presents a recommendation for the future delivery of an aquatic and leisure facility in Mernda.

The business case for the provision of an aquatic and leisure precinct in Mernda was endorsed by Council in July 2022, recognising that delivery would require a funding partnership with the Victorian and/or Federal Governments due to the scale of investment exceeding Council’s financial capacity. At the time, delivery of the aquatics and leisure facility was anticipated to commence no earlier than the 2027-28 financial year, subject to securing the required external funding and Council approval to proceed.

Since endorsement of the business case for the provision of an aquatic and leisure precinct in Mernda, Council has undertaken sustained advocacy with the Victorian and Federal Governments seeking investment support to enable delivery of the project. The Victorian Government announced a $10 million commitment towards the aquatics and leisure facility, which is significantly below the funding required to deliver the endorsed scope. The financial challenge has been further compounded by construction cost escalations, with independent quantity surveyor estimates indicating that the cost of the endorsed scope has increased from $79.28 million to $122 million, a 53.9 per cent increase over five years.

In response to the funding shortfall and increased project costs, this report identifies a revised scope that continues to meet the current and future needs of the Mernda and surrounding communities, while recognising Council’s capacity to fund, operate, maintain and renew the facility within the context of its broader financial, asset renewal and capital investment commitments across the municipality.

The proposed project scope has an estimated capital cost of $85 million and retains the key aquatic and leisure components identified in the original business case, including a multi-purpose pool, warm water pool, learn-to-swim pool, leisure pool, gymnasium, group fitness and wellness spaces, café and supporting amenities. The primary changes include replacing the proposed 50-metre pool with a 25-metre multipurpose pool and transitioning from a multi-storey to a single-storey building. 

These changes significantly reduce the required capital investment and ongoing operational costs, while continuing to provide the essential aquatic and leisure services required to support a growing population.

While the revised option represents a significant improvement in affordability compared with the full scope in the original business case, it remains a substantial capital investment for Council and needs to be balance with its broader capital program, asset renewal priorities and long-term financial commitments. Accordingly, this report recommends that Council continues to pursue external funding of no less than 50 per cent of the total project cost as a precondition of proceeding with the project.

Council has been actively pursuing opportunities to reduce its net financial contribution to the project, including external funding, partnerships, co-investment, use of Council assets and complementary commercial opportunities. These efforts will continue as the project progresses, with any material external funding or partnership opportunities brought to Council for consideration as appropriate.
Officers’ Recommendation
THAT Council:
1. Endorse Option 3, as summarised in Table 1 of this report, as the preferred option for the development of an aquatic and leisure facility in Mernda, comprising a 25-metre pool, warm water pool, learn-to-swim pool, leisure pool play area, spa, sauna, steam rooms, fitness studios and a gymnasium, with an estimated project cost of $85 million (subject to future cost escalation).
2. Resolve that the project proceed to delivery when 50 per cent of the total project cost, escalated to the time of delivery, is secured through external funding.
3. Note the commencement of design for Option 3 to ensure the project is investment-ready and can proceed promptly upon securing the required external funding.
4. Note that, upon securing the required external funding contribution, Council's Long-Term Financial Plan will be updated to reflect Council's financial contribution to the project in accordance with Council's annual budget process.
5. Endorse that a further report be presented to Council for consideration within 12 months, or earlier if an external funding commitment is received, making recommendations on the next steps for the project.
6. Endorse the inclusion of the Mernda aquatics and leisure facility project in Council's Advocacy Prospectus 2025-29 and continue to advocate to the Victorian and Federal Governments for funding towards the delivery of the project.
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Background / Key Information
In line with Council’s resolution of 16 June 2026, this report presents a recommendation regarding the future delivery of an aquatic and leisure facility in Mernda.

The business case for an aquatic and leisure precinct in Mernda was endorsed by Council in July 2022, recognising the significant health, social and economic benefits the facility would provide to residents in the municipality’s northern growth corridor.

The endorsed business case identified a need for a comprehensive aquatic and leisure facility to respond to population growth and improve access to recreation, health and wellbeing opportunities.

The facility presented in the business case includes the following aquatic and leisure components:  
· 50-metre multipurpose pool with boom wall;
· warm water program pool;
· learn-to-swim pool;
· leisure pool;
· spa, steam and sauna facilities;
· gymnasium;
· group fitness and program rooms;
· health consulting and wellness suites;
· environmental design features;
· café;
· family change village; and
· Changing Places facilities.

At the time the business case was endorsed, the estimated capital cost of the facility was $79.28 million. Council recognised that delivery of the project would require a funding partnership with the Victorian and Federal Governments, as the scale of investment exceeded Council’s capacity to fund the project independently. Construction was not anticipated to commence before the 2027-28 financial year, subject to securing external funding and Council approval to proceed.

Since endorsing the business case, Council has undertaken sustained advocacy to secure external investment. While the Victorian Government has announced a $10 million funding commitment towards the facility, this is significantly below the level of funding required to deliver the endorsed business case. The funding commitment has also not yet been formalised through an executed funding agreement and remains subject to Council’s decision on whether to proceed with the project.
At the same time, construction costs have increased significantly. An independent quantity surveyor was engaged to review the project using current market construction rates. The review estimated that the capital cost of delivering the endorsed business case has increased from $79.28 million to approximately $122 million, representing a 53.9 per cent increase over five years.

The increase reflects significant escalation in construction costs experienced across the industry following the COVID-19 pandemic, together with broader economic conditions affecting labour, materials and delivery costs.

The need to reassess project scope and scale 
The combination of increased project costs and the current external funding shortfall has required a reassessment of the scale and scope of the aquatics and leisure facility in Mernda.

Importantly, the reassessment does not question the ongoing need for an aquatic and leisure facility in Mernda. The community need identified through the original business case remains strongly supported by population growth, health and wellbeing indicators, participation trends and the lack of publicly accessible aquatic infrastructure within Mernda and surrounding areas.

Rather, the purpose of the reassessment was to determine the most appropriate facility for the community - one that delivers meaningful health, wellbeing and recreation outcomes while remaining financially sustainable for Council to fund, operate, maintain and renew over the long term.

The assessment considered a range of factors, including service provision in response to community needs, population forecasts, industry benchmarks, the role of different facility components, operating performance, whole-of-life costs, asset renewal requirements and Council’s broader financial capacity.

Facility options 
Five facility options were developed to identify the most appropriate facility response for Mernda as summarised in Table 1 below.  

The options represent different combinations of aquatic and leisure components, facility size, service provision and capital investment. They range from the full scope outlined in the original business case through to reduced-scale facility configurations, enabling Council to assess the trade-offs between community benefit, capital investment, operating performance and long-term financial sustainability.

Table 1: Mernda aquatic and leisure facility options
	Options
	Summary
	Components
	Capital Cost

	Option 1 
	Business Case scope 
Aquatics & Leisure Facility with a 50-metre pool in a two-storey building 
	· 50-metre pool
· Leisure pool
· Learn to swim pool
· Warm water exercise pool with spa, and steam and sauna rooms 
· Group change facilities
· 630 m² gymnasium
· 4 program rooms
	$122M

	Option 2
	Aquatics & Leisure Facility with a 25-metre pool in a two-storey building 
	· 25-metre pool
· Leisure pool
· Learn to swim pool
· Warm water exercise pool with spa, and steam and sauna rooms
· Group change facilities
· 630 m² gymnasium  
· 4 program rooms 
	$105M

	Option 3
	Aquatics & Leisure Facility with a 25-metre pool and full-scale gym in a single-storey building 
	· 25-metre pool
· Leisure pool
· Learn to swim pool
· Warm water exercise pool with spa, and steam and sauna rooms
· Group change facilities
· 600 m² gymnasium
· 4 program rooms
· Reduced civil/landscape works 
	$85M

	Option 4
	Aquatics & Leisure Facility built to a budget envelope.
Includes a 25-metre pool but no warm water, sauna or spa and reduced gym in a single-story building 
	· 25-metre pool
· Combine leisure and learn to swim pool
· Group change facilities
· 400 m² gymnasium
· 4 program rooms
	$65M

	Option 5
	No Leisure & Aquatics provision
	No provision
	N/A



Options assessment 
The five options outlined in Table 1 were evaluated against a range of assessment criteria to determine the option that would deliver the best overall outcome, these included:
· Community need and service provision: Health outcomes, population growth, participation trends, future demand for aquatic, recreation and wellbeing services, and the role of different facility components in meeting community needs.
· The role and value of a 50-metre pool: Demand, industry benchmarks, regional provision and the additional capital and lifecycle costs associated with this component.
· The existing aquatic and leisure network: Capacity of current facilities within the City of Whittlesea and surrounding municipalities to support aquatic needs.
· Capital investment and renewal implications: Impact of a significant new community asset on Council’s broader asset management responsibilities and future renewal requirements.
· Financial sustainability and delivery capacity: Council’s ability to fund, operate, maintain and renew a significant new community asset while continuing to deliver its broader services and capital program.

The assessment outcomes are outlined below, with further detail provided on the key considerations and findings for each of the assessment criteria.

Assessment Criteria: Community need and service provision 
The need for an aquatic and leisure facility in Mernda remains strong and is supported by population growth, community health indicators and participation trends.

The City of Whittlesea experiences comparatively poorer health outcomes than the Victorian average, reinforcing the importance of providing accessible opportunities for physical activity, recreation and wellbeing. Key indicators include:
· Obesity rates are 21 per cent higher than the Victorian average (23 per cent compared with 19 per cent).
· Overweight prevalence is 14 per cent higher (58 per cent compared with 51 per cent).
· Higher rates of psychological distress, hypertension and Type 2 diabetes are experienced across the municipality.
· Women experience comparatively poorer health outcomes, with 29 per cent reporting fair or poor health compared with 20.8 per cent across Victoria.
· Female participation in physical activity remains a significant challenge, with 31 per cent of women reporting no exercise in a typical week compared with 17 per cent of men.
· More than 45 per cent of Mernda residents commute for 60 minutes or more each day, compared with approximately 34 per cent across the municipality, reducing opportunities for regular physical activity.
· The population aged 50 years and over is forecast to increase by 74 per cent by 2038, representing an additional 5,578 residents and increasing demand for warm water exercise, rehabilitation and low-impact recreation opportunities.

Collectively, these factors demonstrate the important role an aquatic and leisure facility can play in improving health outcomes, increasing participation in physical activity and supporting community wellbeing.

The assessment also confirmed that there is currently no publicly accessible 25-metre pool, warm water pool or leisure water provision within Mernda. While private learn-to-swim providers operate locally, these services complement rather than replace the broader community benefits delivered through a public aquatic and leisure facility. A public facility would provide affordable and inclusive access to a range of aquatic, recreation, health and wellbeing opportunities for people of all ages and abilities, including learn-to-swim, water safety, fitness, rehabilitation, social participation and informal recreation. Importantly, the combination of aquatic, leisure and fitness facilities would enable residents to access multiple activities in one location and provide opportunities for regular physical activity throughout the year.

The assessment considered the extent to which each option responds to the identified and future aquatic and leisure needs of Mernda and surrounding communities. While all build options improve local access to aquatic and leisure services, the level of community benefit decreases as facility components are progressively reduced and/or removed. Larger facilities provide a broader range of opportunities for participation, health, wellbeing and inclusion but require greater investment. Conversely, smaller facilities reduce costs but also reduce the diversity of services, programs and user groups that can be supported. 

The assessment found that Option 3 provides the most appropriate balance, retaining the core aquatic, leisure, fitness and wellbeing components required to meet the projected community needs while delivering the greatest overall community benefit in a financially sustainable manner.

Assessment Criteria: The role of a 50-metre pool
The assessment considered the role of a 50-metre pool identified in the 2022 business case, alongside the existing regional aquatic network, current project costs and Council’s financial capacity, to determine the most appropriate and sustainable level of service for Mernda and surrounding communities.


The 2022 business case considered the facility as a regional asset and identified a 50-metre pool as the preferred aquatic component, recognising its ability to meet the core aquatic needs of the community while also providing capacity for specialist activities such as long-course swimming, competitions, squad training and school carnivals. The benefits of providing this additional capacity remain recognised.

In considering the current project scope, the assessment has also had regard to the significant capital, operating and whole-of-life costs associated with a 50-metre pool, as well as the capacity of the broader regional aquatic network to support specialist activities. Benchmarking of comparable Victorian aquatic centres found that, for 72 per cent of operating hours, a 50-metre pool is configured as a 25-metre pool, reflecting that everyday community use can largely be accommodated through a shorter pool configuration.

Existing regional facilities, including Splash in Craigieburn and WaterMarc in Greensborough, provide access to 50-metre pools and continue to provide opportunities for specialist aquatic activities, including long-course swimming, competitions and higher-level training. This provides an opportunity for these activities to continue to be supported through the regional network, while a local facility in Mernda focuses on meeting the broader day-to-day aquatic and leisure needs of the community.

Having regard to these factors, the assessment considers that a 25-metre multipurpose pool provides a sufficient level of local aquatic provision for Mernda and surrounding communities. It would support everyday swimming, learn-to-swim, fitness, recreation and community use, while specialist activities requiring a 50-metre pool can continue to be accommodated through the broader regional network. This approach provides a balanced response to current project costs and Council’s financial capacity, while continuing to provide a comprehensive local aquatic and leisure offering for the growing Mernda community.

Assessment Criteria: The existing aquatic and leisure network
The assessment confirms there is currently no publicly accessible 25-metre pool, warm water pool or leisure water facility within Mernda, creating a gap in local access to aquatic, health and wellbeing services. While private learn-to-swim providers operate locally, they do not provide the same level of accessibility, affordability, diversity of programming or broader community benefit as a public facility.

The provision of a new facility must also be considered within the context of the broader aquatic and leisure network. The assessment found that the existing network provides a range of facilities and services across the region, while there is an opportunity for a new Mernda facility to address the current gap in local provision and provide residents with convenient access to aquatic and leisure opportunities closer to home.
A 25-metre multipurpose pool, together with the proposed warm water pool, learn-to-swim pool and leisure water play area, would provide a broad range of local aquatic and leisure opportunities, including learn-to-swim, recreation, fitness, rehabilitation, warm water programs and general lap swimming. The facility would complement, rather than duplicate, the role of existing regional facilities.

The assessment supports Option 3 as the preferred approach. Option 3 provides the best balance of community benefit, financial sustainability (subject to securing external funding) and long-term asset stewardship, while addressing the identified gap in local aquatic and leisure provision and complementing the broader regional network.

Assessment Criteria: Capital investment and renewal implications
The delivery of an aquatic and leisure facility of this scale represents a significant long-term investment for Council and must be considered in the context of the importance of the project to Mernda and surrounding communities, as well as Council’s broader responsibility to plan for and invest in infrastructure and services across the whole municipality.

External funding will be critical to the project proceeding. Even with external funding of at least 50 per cent of the project cost, Council would be required to make a significant financial contribution. The level and timing of that contribution, together with the appropriate funding mix, will need to be considered through future budget and financial planning processes once the project scope, timing, total project cost and external funding commitments are confirmed. This may include a combination of Council funding, reserves and/or borrowings.

The assessment has considered the capital investment required for the facility alongside its ongoing operating, renewal and lifecycle costs. This is particularly important for a major new community asset, which will create a long-term financial and asset management commitment for Council. At the same time, the assessment recognises the significant community benefit associated with providing a new aquatic and leisure facility in Mernda and the role such a facility can play in supporting a growing community.

Option 3 provides a strong balance between these considerations. It provides a comprehensive range of aquatic and leisure services to meet the identified needs of Mernda and surrounding communities, while establishing a level of investment that can be balanced alongside Council’s other municipal-wide infrastructure, service and asset renewal responsibilities.



If the project proceeds, the required Council contribution and its timing will need to be considered within the broader Capital Works Program. This will include consideration of the project alongside other priorities across the municipality, including infrastructure required to support growth, renewal and upgrade of existing assets, and other community facilities and services.

This approach recognises the importance of the Mernda aquatic and leisure facility while ensuring that any significant long-term commitment is considered as part of Council’s responsibility to deliver sustainable investment and services for communities across the whole municipality.

Assessment Criteria: Financial sustainability and delivery capacity 
Council must consider not only the investment required to deliver the facility, but its ability to sustainably operate and maintain the asset and fund its renewal over the long term.

Aquatic and leisure facilities are relatively complex assets to operate and maintain. Water, humidity and chemical exposure can accelerate deterioration of plant, equipment, building components and finishes, requiring ongoing maintenance and periodic renewal to maintain safe, reliable and high-quality services.

The assessment considered the operating and lifecycle implications of each option, including anticipated operating costs, revenue potential, maintenance requirements and future renewal obligations. Facility scale is an important consideration, as larger and more complex facilities generally require greater ongoing resources to operate and maintain.

Option 3 provides an appropriate balance between the level of service required by Mernda and surrounding communities and the ongoing financial and asset management requirements of the facility. Its scale supports a broad range of aquatic and leisure services while providing a more sustainable basis for ongoing operation, maintenance and renewal.

Recommended option 
The five options were assessed against the assessment criteria to determine their relative strengths, benefits, risks and implications. Table 2 summarises the assessment outcomes and the alignment of each option with the endorsed business case objectives. Overall, Option 3 demonstrated the strongest alignment, achieving the best balance between community outcomes, capital investment, long-term asset obligations and financial sustainability.



Table 2: Summary assessment of options against key considerations
	Option 1
Aquatics & Leisure Facility in a two-storey building 
	Option 2
Aquatics & Leisure facility in a two-storey building 
	Option 3
(Recommended)
Aquatics & Leisure Facility in a single storey building 
	Option 4
Aquatics & Leisure Facility built to a budget in a single-story building 
	Option 5
No Aquatics & Leisure Facility

	Capital cost 

	$122M 
	$105M
	$85M
	$65M
	N/A

	Aquatic and Leisure Components 

	· 50-metre pool
· Leisure pool
· Learn to swim pool
· Warm water exercise pool with spa, and steam and sauna rooms
· Group change facilities
· 630 m² gymnasium
· 4 program rooms

	· 25-metre pool 
· Leisure pool 
· Learn to swim pool 
· Warm water exercise pool with spa, and steam and sauna rooms 
· Group change facilities
· 630 m² gymnasium   
· 4 program rooms 
	· 25-metre pool 
· Leisure pool 
· Learn to swim pool 
· Warm water exercise pool with spa, and steam and sauna rooms 
· Group change facilities 
· 600 m² gymnasium 
· 4 program rooms 
	· 25-metre pool 
· Combine leisure and learn to swim pool 
· Group change facilities 
· 400 m² gymnasium 
· 4 program rooms 

	

	Community need and service provision 

	Fully addresses current and future community need through the complete range of aquatic, leisure, fitness and wellbeing services identified in the business case. 
	Retains a comprehensive range of services and continues to meet most identified community needs.
	Retains the key aquatic, leisure, fitness and wellbeing components required to meet current and future community needs while reducing capital investment.
	Meets some community needs but reduced facilities limit health, wellbeing and participation outcomes for a range of user groups.
	Does not respond to the demonstrated community need for an aquatic and leisure facility in Mernda. 

	Role of the 50-metre pool 

	Provides the highest level of specialist aquatic capacity but exceeds the level of service supported by projected catchment demand and industry benchmarks.
	Replaces the 50-metre pool with a 25-metre multipurpose pool while maintaining a broad aquatic and leisure components. 
	Provides a 25-metre multipurpose pool that aligns with projected community demand, industry benchmarks and everyday community use while significantly reducing capital and lifecycle costs.
	Provides a 25-metre pool but with a reduced aquatic and
 leisure offering, limiting the breadth of community benefit,
	No aquatic provision. 

	The existing aquatic and leisure network

	Provides a regional level aquatic facility, alongside existing regional facilities in Greensborough and Craigieburn. 
	Provides local aquatic and leisure provision while complementing the existing local and regional network.

Existing 50m facilities at WaterMarc Greensborough and Splash Craigieburn provide regional capacity for long-course swimming, competitions and specialist training.
	Provides local aquatic and leisure provision while complementing the existing local and regional network.

Existing 50m facilities at WaterMarc Greensborough and Splash Craigieburn provide regional capacity for long-course swimming, competitions and specialist training.

	Provides a more limited local aquatic and leisure offering, complemented by the existing local and regional network. 

Existing 50m facilities at WaterMarc Greensborough and Splash Craigieburn provide regional capacity for long-course swimming, competitions and specialist training.
	Does not provide local aquatic and leisure provision. 

The community would continue to rely on existing facilities for all aquatic needs.

	Capital investment and renewal implications 

	Highest capital cost and greatest long-term maintenance and renewal obligation. 
	Reduced capital investment and lifecycle obligations compared with Option 1 but remains a significant long-term commitment. 
	Reduces both the initial capital investment and long-term renewal obligations while retaining the key facility components required to meet community needs.
	Lowest capital and renewal costs of the options, achieved through reducing key facility components and community outcomes. 







	No capital investment or long-term renewal obligations associated with a new facility. 

	Financial sustainability and delivery capacity 

	Highest reliance on external funding and Council contribution, with the greatest long-term financial commitment and lowest affordability. 
	Improves affordability compared with Option 1 but still requires substantial external funding and Council investment. 
	Provides the strongest balance between community outcomes, affordability, operating performance and long-term financial sustainability.
	Lowest capital cost of the options but reduced service outcomes reduce the overall value delivered to the community.
	Avoids capital and operating expenditure but does not deliver the infrastructure required to meet identified community need. 

	Overall assessment 

	Delivers the highest level of service but is not considered the most financially sustainable option. 
	Provides a strong service offering but remains a significant financial commitment.
	Provides the best balance between community benefit, affordability and long-term financial sustainability and is recommended as the preferred option.
	Improves affordability but at the expense of important aquatic, leisure and wellbeing outcomes. 
	Avoids financial commitment but does not address the identified need for an aquatic and leisure facility. 



Option 3 provides an appropriate level of aquatic and leisure provision to meet the current and future needs of Mernda and surrounding communities, while managing Council’s long-term financial sustainability.

It is proposed that the next stage of the project will be to undertake design to establish an investment-ready project that can proceed when sufficient external funding is secured. Council will continue to advocate to the Victorian and Federal Governments for funding contributions towards the delivery of the aquatic and leisure facility. The community will also be informed of the outcomes of this report and kept updated on project progress, funding opportunities and key project milestones as they occur.

Funding strategy and partnership opportunities 
External funding remains critical to the delivery of an aquatic and leisure facility in Mernda.
Council has consistently advocated to the Victorian and Federal Governments for investment support, recognising that the scale of infrastructure needed to service a growing community cannot be delivered through Council funding alone.
The Victorian Government’s 2022 election commitment of $10 million towards the facility remains below the level of funding required to deliver the proposed facility. The commitment has not yet been formalised through an executed funding agreement and remains subject to Council determining whether to proceed with the project.

Benchmarking of comparable aquatic and leisure facilities demonstrates the key role that Victorian and Federal Government investment plays in supporting the delivery of major community infrastructure. Securing significant external funding will be essential to enable the project to proceed. Without external funding support, the level of Council investment required would not be financially sustainable and would create significant impacts on other community priorities across the whole municipality.

Managing Council’s financial contribution
Even with external funding of 50 per cent of the project cost, delivery of the facility would require a significant Council contribution. Council officers have therefore been actively pursuing opportunities to reduce the net cost to Council and will continue to do so as the project progresses.

This work has included, and will continue to include:
· Identifying potential partnership and co-investment opportunities.
· Considering opportunities to leverage under-utilised Council land and property assets to support project delivery.
· Pursuing relevant grant opportunities, philanthropic contributions and other external funding sources.
· Exploring complementary commercial or ancillary uses that could generate revenue and contribute to the long-term financial sustainability of the facility.

These measures form part of Council’s ongoing approach to project development and will continue to be pursued alongside consideration of the project scope, delivery model and funding arrangements. Collectively, they provide opportunities to reduce Council’s net funding requirement and manage the impact of the project on the broader Capital Works Program and Council’s long-term financial capacity.

Council will continue to assess and pursue these opportunities as further information becomes available, with any material funding or partnership opportunities brought to Council for consideration as appropriate.


Alignment to Community Plan, Policies or Strategies
Alignment to Whittlesea 2040 and Community Plan 2025-2029:

Whittlesea 2040 
The provision of leisure and aquatic facilities within the municipality strongly aligns with the Whittlesea 2040 strategic priority of ‘Connected Community’ as the provision of recreation infrastructure supports the key directions of encouraging a socially cohesive, participating and healthy and safe community.

Community Plan 2025-2029
The Community Plan commits to supporting active lifestyles by delivering programs and creating inclusive spaces that encourage greater participation in physical activity. 

The Plan also emphasises inclusive opportunities that welcome all community members and highlights Council’s responsibility to deliver and provide a range of sporting and leisure facilities, while maintaining financial sustainability.
Considerations of Local Government Act (2020) Principles
Financial Management
In assessing Council’s capacity to deliver an aquatics and leisure facility in Mernda, consideration has been given to the financial management principles under the Local Government Act 2020, including prudent financial risk management, long-term financial sustainability, and equitable allocation of resources across current and future generations.

Community Consultation and Engagement
Community feedback continues to demonstrate strong support for the delivery of an aquatics and leisure facility in Mernda. The Community Priorities Focus Group Engagement Summary (March 2026) identified sport, recreation and leisure infrastructure as a key community priority, including a clear preference from participants for the aquatic and leisure component of the regional sports precinct to be delivered as soon as possible.

Further, during the 2026-27 budget engagement process, Council received 56 community submissions specifically advocating for the prioritisation and construction of an aquatic facility in Mernda. 
Other Principles for Consideration
Overarching Governance Principles and Supporting Principles
(b)	Priority is to be given to achieving the best outcomes for the municipal community, including future generations.



Public Transparency Principles
(a)	Council decision making processes must be transparent except when the Council is dealing with information that is confidential by virtue of the Local Government Act or any other Act.
Council Policy Considerations
Environmental Sustainability Considerations 
Council engaged relevant independent consultants to undertake flora and fauna studies, heritage investigations and a Cultural Heritage Management Plan (CHMP) for the site on which the proposed aquatic and leisure facility will be located.

Social, Cultural and Health
An aquatic and leisure facility in Mernda will provide significant opportunities for participation in active recreation, leisure activities and structured sport, resulting in positive physical, mental and social health outcomes for decades to come. 

This includes:
· Providing an inclusive environment for social engagement through adopting universal design principles that consider the community’s abilities, needs and preferences.
· Increased rates of participation in structured and unstructured physical activity.
· Providing spaces that support flexibility in programming (such as the ability to host female-only swim and gym sessions) can provide greater opportunities for females to participate in inclusive activities that are in culturally appropriate and welcoming environments, without fear of judgement.
· Increased participation in a broader range of activities beyond active recreation including supporting community service providers in assisting priority groups within the community.
· Increased opportunities for residents, particularly children, to develop swimming skills and water safety education.
· Improving the health and wellbeing of the community through increased physical activity, leading to a happier and higher quality of life, benefiting the broader economy through increased productivity and reducing the burden on the healthcare system.

Economic
The construction of a leisure and aquatic facility at Mernda will create substantial job creation during construction as well as ongoing employment during the centre's operations, including for young people. The potential facility will also provide secondary spend opportunities for businesses in the local community. 

Legal, Resource and Strategic Risk Implications
A funding agreement has not yet been finalised for the Victorian Government’s $10 million commitment towards the project.
Implementation Strategy
Communication
A communication strategy will be implemented to ensure the community is informed of the outcomes of this report and receives timely updates on project progress, funding opportunities, advocacy activities, key milestones and future engagement opportunities.  This will include direct communication with interested stakeholders including local advocates and those who provided submissions to the 2026-2027 budget.

Following the endorsed inclusion of the Mernda aquatics and leisure facility project in Council's Advocacy Prospectus 2025-29, a revised advocacy document will be published and utilised to advocate to all levels of government and candidates during election cycles to secure funding towards the delivery of the project.

Project Development
Subject to Council endorsement of Option 3, design will commence to further define the project scope, costs and delivery requirements and establish an investment-ready proposal that can progress once the required external funding is secured.

Critical Dates
It is proposed that Council resolves to receive a further report within 12 months, or earlier if funding opportunities arise, outlining the status of external funding and providing recommendations on the next steps for the project.
Declaration of Conflict of Interest
Under Section 130 of the Local Government Act 2020 officers providing advice to Council are required to disclose any conflict of interest they have in a matter and explain the nature of the conflict.

The Responsible Officer reviewing this report, having made enquiries with relevant members of staff, reports that no disclosable interests have been raised in relation to this report.
Attachments
Nil
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5.3	Governance Report	
5.3 Governance Report

Director/Executive Manager:	Executive Manager Office of Council & CEO

Report Author:	Unit Manager Council Governance
Executive Summary
In accordance with best practice, good governance principles, transparent and accountable reporting, officers deem it appropriate to consolidate governance and administrative reports into one standing report to provide a single reporting mechanism for a range of statutory compliance, transparency and governance matters. This also ensures compliance with the requirements of the Local Government Act 2020, Council’s Governance Rules and related regulations.

The purpose of this report is to provide information and endorsement for the following governance related matters:
· Summary of Informal Meetings of Council.

Further information on the above listed matters is located within the body of this report.
Officers’ Recommendation
THAT Council:
1. Note the Governance Report for August 2026.
2. Note the summary of Informal Meetings of Council for the period 15 May 2026 to 12 August 2026 at Attachment 1.

Nothing further on front page


Background / Key Information
Informal Meetings of Council
Chapter 5 of the Council Governance Rules requires a summary of the matters discussed at a meeting of Councillors that:
· is scheduled or planned for the purpose of discussing the business of Council or briefing Councillors;
· is attended by at least one member of Council staff; and
· is not a Council meeting or Delegated Committee meeting.

The summary of matters discussed at the meeting must be:
· Tabled quarterly at Council meetings.
· Recorded in the minutes of that Council meeting.

The record of Informal Meetings of Council at Attachment 1 is reported to Council in accordance with this requirement.
Alignment to Community Plan, Policies or Strategies
Alignment to Whittlesea 2040 and Community Plan 2025-2029:

High Performing Organisation  
We engage effectively with the community, to deliver efficient and effective services and initiatives, and to make decisions in the best interest of our community and deliver value to our community.
Considerations of Local Government Act (2020) Principles
Financial Management
Not applicable.

Community Consultation and Engagement
There is no community consultation or engagement required for this report.
Other Principles for Consideration
Overarching Governance Principles and Supporting Principles
(a) 	Council decisions are to be made and actions taken in accordance with the relevant law.
(i)	The transparency of Council decisions, actions and information is to be ensured.

Public Transparency Principles
(a)	Council decision making processes must be transparent except when the Council is dealing with information that is confidential by virtue of the Local Government Act or any other Act.

(b)	Council information must be publicly available unless— 
(i)	the information is confidential by virtue of the Local Government Act or any other Act; or 
(ii)	public availability of the information would be contrary to the public interest.
(c)	Council information must be understandable and accessible to members of the municipal community.
Council Policy Considerations
Environmental Sustainability Considerations
No implications.

Social, Cultural and Health
No implications.

Economic
No implications.

Legal, Resource and Strategic Risk Implications
No implications.
Implementation Strategy
Communication
Not applicable.

Critical Dates
There are no other critical dates associated with the report.
Declaration of Conflict of Interest
Under Section 130 of the Local Government Act 2020 officers providing advice to Council are required to disclose any conflict of interest they have in a matter and explain the nature of the conflict.

The Responsible Officer reviewing this report, having made enquiries with relevant members of staff, reports that no disclosable interests have been raised in relation to this report.
Attachments
1. Summary of Informal Meetings of Council as of 12 August [5.3.1 - 9 pages]
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No Notices of Motion
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