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Urban water glossary of terms 

This glossary provides definitions for terms commonly used by the 
department in the context of water for cities and towns (urban 
water). It is provided to assist community understanding of our 
publications and resources.  

Note: these terms are presented in the context that they are used for urban water.  
For some definitions, there are differences in the definition depending on the context. In this case, 
the contexts have been provided where possible.  

Te rms  Me a ning s  

Adaptation, adapt Adaptation is a coping mechanism in response to a perceived or future hazard. 
Adaptation can help to maintain system resilience. 

Alluvial aquifer A groundwater system whose geological matrix is composed of unconsolidated 
gravel, sand, silt or clay transported and deposited by rivers and streams. 

Alluvium In the groundwater context: Unconsolidated sediments deposited by rivers or 
streams consisting of gravel, sand, silt or clay, and found in terraces, valleys, alluvial 
fans and floodplains. 

Alternative water 
source/ supplies 

Water supplied from a diverse range of alternative sources including stormwater, 
recycled water, rainwater, desalination and groundwater. These sources provide an 
alternative to conventional water sources such as dams. 

Aquaculture Aquaculture is defined in the Fisheries Management Act 1994 as meaning: 

a) cultivating fish or marine vegetation for the purposes of harvesting the fish or 
marine vegetation or their progeny with a view to sale, or 

b) keeping fish or marine vegetation in a confined area for a commercial purpose 
(such as a fish-out pond). 

The definition does not include: 

a) keeping anything in a pet shop for sale or in an aquarium for exhibition 
(including an aquarium operated commercially), or  
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b) anything done for the purposes of maintaining a collection of fish or marine 
vegetation otherwise than for a commercial purpose, or 

c) any other thing prescribed by the regulations.  

Aquifer 

 

Under the Water Management Act 2000 an aquifer is a geological structure or 
formation, or an artificial landfill that is permeated with water or is capable of being 
permeated with water. More generally, the term aquifer is commonly understood to 
mean structures or formations that can hold water underground. For the purposes 
of groundwater management in NSW the term ‘aquifer’ has the same meaning as 
‘groundwater system’. Aquifers are groundwater systems that can yield useful 
volumes of groundwater and include low yielding and saline systems. 

Aquifer interference 
(aquifer interference 
activity) 

Under the Water Management Act 2000 aquifer interference activity means an activity 
involving any of the following— 

a) the penetration of an aquifer 
b) the interference with water in an aquifer 
c) the obstruction of the flow of water in an aquifer 
d) the taking of water from an aquifer in the course of carrying out mining, or any 

other activity prescribed by the regulations 
e) the disposal of water taken from an aquifer as referred to in paragraph (d). 
Aquifer interference approval means an approval referred to in section 91 (3). 

Area of operation The area in which a water utility carries out its activities and services as defined in 
an Act (for example the Water Industry Competition Act 2006 or operating licence for 
that utility).  

Artesian Groundwater which rises above the surface of the ground under its own pressure by 
way of a spring or when accessed by a bore. 

This term has a specific meaning for use in the NSW groundwater management 
context but may be used differently in different contexts.  

Augmentation of 
water supply 

The act of increasing the availability of water through the addition of new sources of 
supply. Common examples are new or enlarged dams, desalination plants, recycled 
water facilities, transfer pipelines or new groundwater sources.  

There are various types of “augmentation”:  

Increasing the size of a water storage or the capacity of a desalination plant. 
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Adding water to the existing supply from another source, for example desalination 
or recycled water, or drawing on additional supplies of groundwater. 

Australian Drinking 
Water Guidelines  

Australian reference document for water regulators and suppliers on monitoring 
and managing drinking water quality in Australia. 

The Australian Drinking Water Guidelines (2011) - Updated November 2018 are non-
mandatory standards, designed using the best available scientific evidence to: 

• address both the health and aesthetic quality of supplying good quality drinking 
water  

• provide an authoritative framework on what defines safe, good quality water, 
how it can be achieved and how it can be assured. 

The guidelines are intended for use by all agencies involved in the supply of drinking 
water including catchment and water resource managers, drinking water suppliers, 
water regulators, and health authorities. 

Consumers and the general community may also use the drinking water guidelines 
to understand how their water is managed. 

The drinking water guidelines are part of the National Water Quality Management 
Strategy and are managed by the National Health and Medical Research Council. 

Available water 
determination 

A determination referred to in section 59 of the Water Management Act 2000 that 
defines a volume of water or the proportion of the share component (also known as 
an ‘allocation’) that will be credited to respective water accounts under specified 
categories of water access licence. Initial allocations are made on 1 July each year 
and, if not already fully allocated, may be incremented during the water year. 

Base flow/ baseflow Water flow in a watercourse that continues (is sustained) between rainfall events. 
E.g. Fair weather flow/ runoff of prior precipitation stored temporarily in the 
watershed. 

In the groundwater context: Natural discharge of groundwater into a surface water 
system. 

Basic landholder 
rights (BLR) 

Where landholders can take water without a water licence or approval under section 
52, 53 and 55 of the NSW Water Management Act 2000. 

https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/guidelines-publications/eh52
https://www.waterquality.gov.au/about
https://www.waterquality.gov.au/about
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There are 3 types of basic landholder rights under the NSW Water Management Act 
2000: 

1. Domestic and stock rights—where water can be taken for domestic 
consumption or stock watering if the landholder’s land has river frontage or is 
overlying an aquifer. 

2. Harvestable rights—where landholders can store some water from rainfall 
runoff in dams. 

3. Native Title rights—anyone with a Native Title right to water, determined under 
the Commonwealth Native Title Act 1993. 

Beneficial use 
category 

A general categorisation of water uses based on water quality and the presence or 
absence of contaminants. Beneficial use is the equivalent to the ‘environmental 
value’ of water. 

Biodiversity 
(biological diversity) 

The variety of life forms, including the plants, animals and microorganisms, the 
genes they contain and the ecosystems and ecological processes of which they are 
a part. 

Note: for the purposes of the Biodiversity Conservation Act 2016 specific definitions 
apply.  

Biosolids Nutrient-rich organic material remaining after sewage treatment. 

Blackwater 

 

Wastewater and sewage from toilets (big flood events that cause rivers to lose 
oxygen in the water, are also sometimes called black water events). 

Blue carbon The carbon captured and stored in coastal and marine ecosystems, including 
seagrass meadows, saltmarshes, mangroves and supratidal forests. 

Bore (or well) A hole drilled in the ground, a well or any other excavation to identify, monitor or 
access groundwater.  

Brackish water Water with a salinity between 3,000 and 7,000 mg/L total dissolved solids. 

Capital works Activities that create new assets, renew, enhance or increase the capacity of 
existing assets beyond their original design capacity or service potential.  
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Catchment An area of land, generally bounded by sloping ground, hills or mountains, which 
collects rainfall and contributes to surface water (streams, rivers, wetlands) and/or 
to groundwater. 

Chlorination Use of chlorine to disinfect water. 

Climate data/ climate 
datasets 

Records of observed climate conditions taken at specific sites and times with 
particular instruments under a set of standard procedures. Examples of climate 
data include the following datasets: 

• Paleoclimate data: 

o Climate records prior to instrumental records. Various environmental 
indicators can be used to reconstruct paleoclimate variability extending 
back hundreds to thousands of years in time. These indicators include 
marine and terrestrial deposits, tree rings and ice cores. 

• Stochastic climate datasets: 

o Extended climate sequence data that are generated using statistical 
methods applied to observed data of rainfall and evapotranspiration and 
can include paleoclimatic data. These extended sequences include a 
more complete sample of climate variability, part of which describes 
more severe drought sequences than what is captured in the 
instrumental record. 

• NSW and Australian Regional Climate Modelling (NARCliM):  

o A NSW Government initiative that generates detailed climate 
projections and data for NSW. 

Climate variability The way key climatic elements, such as temperature, rainfall, evaporation and 
humidity, differ from the average over time. 

Variability can be caused by natural or man-made processes. 

Coagulation/ 
flocculation 

Clumping together of small particles present in water by mechanical or chemical 
methods into larger, heavier particles (clumps or flocs) which are easier to remove 
from the water.    



Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water 

Fact sheet 

Urban water glossary of terms 6 

Te rms  Me a ning s  

Coastal management 
program (CMP) 

Coastal management programs set the long-term strategy that provides for the 
coordinated management of the coastal zone with a focus on achieving the objects 
of the Coastal Management Act 2016 (NSW).  

CMPs identify coastal management issues and the actions required to address 
these issues in a strategic and integrated manner and detail how and when those 
actions are to be implemented, their costs and proposed cost-sharing arrangements 
and other viable funding mechanisms.  

Coastal zone The area near the ocean. In accordance with the Coastal Management Act 2016 
(NSW) this comprises: 

• the coastal wetlands and littoral rainforests area 

• the coastal vulnerability area 

• the coastal environment area 

• the coastal use area. 

Refer to the Coastal Management Act for definitions of each of these areas. 

Confined aquifer An aquifer which is bounded above and below by impermeable layers. Confined 
aquifers are typically under pressure so that when the aquifer is penetrated by a 
bore, the groundwater rises above the top of the confined aquifer. 

Connected water 
sources 

Water sources that have some level of hydraulic connection. 

Contaminant 
pollutant 

Biological or chemical substance or entity, not normally present in a system, 
capable of producing an adverse effect in a biological system, seriously injuring 
structure or function. 

Pollutant – substance that damages the quality of the environment. 

Cost Benefit Analysis 
(CBA) 

A method for calculating and comparing the benefits and costs of an option in a 
given situation.   

Council Has the same meaning as in the Local Government Act 1993: 

(a)  means the council of an area, and includes an administrator, and 
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(b)  in Part 11 of Chapter 15, includes the Lord Howe Island Board constituted under 
the Lord Howe Island Act 1953. 

County Council Means a county council established under Part 5 of Chapter 12 of the Local 
Government Act 1993. 

Critical human water 
needs 

In accordance with the Water Management Act 2000, s60(3C), means the need for a 
minimum amount of water, that can only reasonably be provided from the Basin 
water resources, required to meet— 

(a)  core human consumption requirements in urban and rural areas, and 

(b)  those non-human consumption requirements that a failure to meet would cause 
prohibitively high social, economic or national security costs. 

Dam For DPE Water purposes: A dam is a barrier or structure built across a waterway so 
that water is stored for supply. In metropolitan areas dams typically provide the bulk 
of water supplies. Water from dams is dependent on rain and is increasingly being 
supplemented in major cities by rainfall-independent water sources. 

For WaterNSW purposes: Dams are wall-like structures built across creeks or rivers 
to block the flow of water through the landscape. When it rains, water builds up 
behind the dam, creating an artificial lake or reservoir (water storage). 

Desalination The process of removing salts and/or minerals from salty or brackish water, so that 
it is drinkable. 

Seawater desalination is where seawater is treated to remove salts to create water 
suitable for drinking. This method provides a rainfall-independent source of water.  

Design criteria The levels of service for security, robustness and reliability of water available for 
supply to customers/ recipients. 

Development In NSW development is defined in the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 
1979 as any of the following: 

(a)  the use of land 

(b)  the subdivision of land 

(c)  the erection of a building 

(d)  the carrying out of a work 

https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-1953-039
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(e)  the demolition of a building or work 

(f)  any other act, matter or thing that may be controlled by an environmental planning 
instrument. 

(2)  However, development does not include any act, matter or thing excluded by the 
regulations (either generally for the purposes of this Act or only for the purposes of 
specified provisions of this Act). 

(3)  For the purposes of this Act, the carrying out of development is the doing of the 
acts, matters or things referred to in subsection (1). 

Note— there are a range of categories under the Environmental Planning and 
Assessments Act.  

In the NSW groundwater management context, development also refers to the 
commencement of extraction of significant volumes of water from a water source.  

Development control 
plan (DCP) 

A development control plan made, or taken to have been made, under Division 3.6 
and in force. 

A development control plan is a written document that supports the local 
environmental plan and expands its principal development standards. It is a locally 
adopted plan and guides council staff, developers and landowners in the 
requirements needed and provides guidelines for development. A DCP may contain 
a range of measures such as planning principles, objectives and controls for 
buildings. DCPs can also have controls for single topics such as landscaping, 
drainage and car parking. 

DCPs provide detailed planning and design guidelines to support the planning 
controls in the local environmental plans. 

Discharge In the context of surface water and town water and wastewater servicing: is the 
release of effluent (treated or cleaned water) into the environment, usually in 
accordance with standards specified in a regulatory permit to prevent 
environmental harm.  

In the groundwater context: flow of groundwater from a groundwater source. 

Disinfectant A product, for example chlorine, added to water during the treatment process to kill 
bacteria, viruses and other disease-causing organisms. 
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Disinfection A process to kill disease-causing bacteria, viruses and other pathogens. Disinfection 
can be done using chemicals such as chlorine (most common method in NSW), 
ultraviolet light or ozone. Water is disinfected before it enters the pipes that bring 
water to homes and businesses.  

Drawdown In the groundwater context: the difference between groundwater level/pressure 
before take and that during take.  

Drinking water Water that is intended, or likely, to be used for human consumption, or for purposes 
connected with human consumption, such as— 

• the washing or cooling of food 

• the making of ice for consumption, or for the preservation of unpackaged food, 

• whether or not the water is used for other purposes. 

Put simply, it is water that is safe to drink because it has been treated to a standard 
suitable for drinking.  

Other terms: potable, potable water. 

Drinking water 
quality monitoring 

Testing of the quality of water in the distribution system and as supplied to the 
consumer, which includes the regular sampling and testing performed for assessing 
conformance with guideline values and compliance with regulatory requirements 
and agreed levels of service. 

Dual reticulation Two separate pipe networks: one supplies drinking water and the other supplies 
water for non-drinking purposes (for example recycled or untreated water).  

Effluent The outflow water or wastewater from any water processing system or device. 

Enduring supply An amount of water that can be supplied confidently to meet demand, irrespective 
of the duration and intensity of a drought. 

Environmental flows Managed releases of water from dams to mimic natural inflows to support the 
health of our rivers, particularly downstream of those dams that interrupt the 
natural river, stream or creek flow. 

Environmental value Particular values or uses (sometimes called beneficial uses) of the environment that 
are important for a healthy ecosystem or for public benefit, welfare, safety or health 
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and which require protection from the effects of contamination, waste discharges 
and deposits. 

Evaporation The process by which water becomes a gas. Water from land areas, bodies of water 
and all other moist surfaces is absorbed into the atmosphere as a vapour. 

Extreme event For the purposes of the Water Management Act 2000, extreme event means any of 
the following events: 

(a)  an extreme dry period 

(b)  a water quality event of an intensity, magnitude and duration that is sufficient to 
render water acutely toxic or unusable for established local uses and values 

(c)  any other type of event that has resulted in the suspension of a water 
management plan under this Act or in the last 50 years of a plan that deals with 
water allocation and is made under any other Act. 

Filtration The action or process of removing certain particles from a liquid.  

Fit for purpose 
water, purpose-
specific water 

Water that meets the quality required for its intended use. Water of various quality 
levels can be used for a range of purposes. 

Fluoridation The addition of fluoride to drinking water supplies in accordance with the NSW 
Fluoridation of Public Water Supplies Act 1957. 

Greening Increasing the vegetation in an urban environment: for example, increasing the 
number of trees on city streets or allowing for parks and reserves in new suburbs. 

Greywater Water from washing machines, showers, baths, spa baths, basins, laundry tubs, 
kitchen sink and dishwasher.  

Groundwater Water below the land surface.  

In the NSW groundwater management context: this means water that occurs 
beneath the ground surface in the saturated zone.  

Note: In NSW we ONLY manage water in the saturated zone. We don't manage 
perched water tables which aren't connected to the main groundwater system.. 
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Groundwater 
dependent 
ecosystem (GDE) 

Ecosystems that require access to groundwater to meet all or some of their water 
requirements so as to maintain their communities of plants and animals, ecological 
processes and ecosystem services. 

Groundwater system Any type of saturated sequence of rocks or sediments that is in hydraulic 
connection. The characteristics can range from low yielding and high salinity water 
to high yielding and low salinity water. 

Hazard A biological, chemical, physical or radiological agent that has the potential to cause 
harm.  

Health-based targets Measurable health, water quality, or performance objectives that are established 
based on a judgement of safety and on risk assessments of waterborne hazards. In 
NSW, health-based targets provide an assessment of the microbial safety of 
drinking water, including assessment of catchment risks and water treatment 
requirements. 

Hydrogeology The branch of geology that relates to the occurrence, distribution and processes of 
groundwater. 

Infiltration The movement of water from the land surface into the ground. 

Infrastructure 
service 

Very simply, this means the pipes and other equipment which (1) treats water, (2) 
supplies water from a treatment plant to customers’ premises and (3) removes 
wastewater from customers’ premises.  

Specific definitions are provided for infrastructure service, water industry 
infrastructure and water infrastructure in the Water Industry Competition Act 2006 
for the purposes of that Act.  

Integrated 
catchment 
management 

The coordinated planning, use and management of water, land, vegetation and other 
natural resources on a river or groundwater catchment scale, based on cooperation 
between community groups and government agencies to consider all aspects of 
catchment management.  

Integrated water 
cycle management 
(IWCM) 

A whole-of-system, multidisciplinary approach that aims to manage the entire urban 
water cycle by integrating the delivery of water, wastewater and stormwater 
services to contribute to the full suite of water security, public health, 
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environmental and urban amenity outcomes that the community seeks. It 
encompasses all water, regardless of its source, and the provision of the full range 
of water services and water infrastructure, regardless of scale or ownership. 

IPART Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal. IPART helps NSW residents get safe 
and reliable services at a fair price. IPART are: 

• the independent pricing regulator for water, public transport and local 
government 

• the licence administrator of water, electricity and gas 
• the scheme administrator and regulator of the Energy Security Safeguard. 
the market monitor for energy, the retail ethanol fuel market, and biodiversity. 

Irrigation 

Open space irrigation 

Watering of open spaces and/or agricultural areas.  
Open space irrigation includes watering of places such as playing fields, golf 
courses, gardens. 

Level of service  The service level agreed to between a service provider (for example water utility) 
and customer based on systems design.  

Local water utility/ 
utilities 

Under the Water Management Act 2000, a local water utility is: 

(a)  a water supply authority, or 

(b)  a council or county council exercising water supply functions under Division 2 of 
Part 3 of Chapter 6 of the Local Government Act 1993, or 

(c)  a licensed network operator within the meaning of the Water Industry Competition 
Act 2006. 

Long term average 
annual extraction 
limit (LTAAEL) 

The long-term average volume of water (expressed in megalitres per year) in a 
water source available to be lawfully extracted or otherwise taken. 

Make good 
provisions (in 
reference to a water 
supply work) 

In the planning context: Make good clauses require the owner/ manager of a work to 
repair, decommission, restore or improve the function of a work. 

In the NSW groundwater management context: The requirement to ensure third 
parties have access to an equivalent supply of water through enhanced 
infrastructure or other means for example deepening an existing bore, funding 
extra pumping costs or constructing a new pipeline or bore. 

https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-1993-030
https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-2006-104
https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-2006-104
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Management zone In the NSW water management context: A defined area within a water source where 
a particular set of water sharing rules applies. 

Manufactured water A term commonly referring to desalinated water, recycled water and treated 
stormwater.  

Marine estate Means (as per Section 6 of the Marine Estate Management Act 2014): 

• the coastal waters of the State within the meaning of Part 10 of the 
Interpretation Act 1987  

• estuaries (being any part of a river whose level is periodically or intermittently 
affected by coastal tides) up to the highest astronomical tide 

• lakes, lagoons and other partially enclosed bodies of water that are 
permanently, periodically or intermittently open to the sea 

• coastal wetlands (including saltmarsh, mangroves and seagrass) 
• lands immediately adjacent to, or in immediate proximity of, the coastal waters 

that are subject to oceanic processes (including beaches, dunes, headlands and 
rock platforms) 

• any other place or thing declared by the regulations to be the marine estate.  

Microfiltration The process of passing water through porous membrane sheets or tubes to remove 
microscopic particles.  

Microorganism Organism too small to be visible to the naked eye. Bacteria, viruses, protozoa, and 
some fungi and algae are microorganisms.  

Minimal impact 
considerations 

In the NSW groundwater management context: Factors that need to be assessed 
under the NSW Aquifer Interference Policy to determine the potential effect of 
aquifer interference activities on groundwater and its dependent assets. 

Minimum critical 
demand 

The minimum level of water demand that can be expected from a community to 
continue to meet critical needs, irrespective of the duration and intensity of a 
drought.  

Monitoring bore A specially constructed bore used to measure groundwater level or pressure and 
groundwater quality at a specific depth. Not intended to supply water. 
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Monitoring/ 
operational 
monitoring 

The planned sequence of samples, measurements and observations used to assess 
and confirm that systems, individual barriers (see multiple barriers) and preventive 
strategies for controlling hazards (e.g. nutrient or bacteria levels in water) are 
functioning properly and effectively.  

Multi-criteria 
analysis 

A method for evaluation of options against multiple criteria. The criteria may be 
weighed equally or differently depending on if one criterion is more important than 
others. 

Multiple barriers Use of more than one preventive measure as a barrier against hazards.  

Municipal Belonging to a town, city or district that has its own local government.  

Non-potable Water that is not fit or suitable for drinking. This water may be suitable for other 
purposes such as irrigation.  

Nutrients Substances, including nitrogen and phosphorus, which are necessary for life and act 
as fertilisers to promote biological activity. 

Pathogen A disease-causing organism (eg bacteria, viruses and protozoa).  

pH A measure of acidity or alkalinity  

PH correction Raising the pH of water by adding an alkaline solution or lowering the pH of water 
with an acidic solution. This might be done in processes to make wastewater safe 
for discharge into the environment or to minimise corrosion in the water supply pipe 
system. 

Preventative 
measure 

Any planned action, activity or process that is used to prevent hazards from 
occurring or reduce them to acceptable levels.  

Primary treatment A process where solid matter is removed from water. The remaining liquid may be 
discharged or subjected to further treatment depending on its end use and water 
quality.  

Public utility/ public 
water utility 

A public authority (within the meaning of the Water Management Act 2000) that 
supplies water to the public. In NSW these are Water NSW, the Sydney Water 
Corporation, the Hunter Water Corporation, a water supply authority within the 

https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-2000-092
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meaning of the Water Management Act 2000 or a council or county council 
exercising water or sewerage functions. 

Purified recycled 
water 

Purified recycled 
water for drinking 

Potable recycled 
water 

Water recycled from industry and homes (including from kitchens, showers and 
toilets) that has been purified to meet the Australian Drinking Water Guidelines and 
Guidelines for Water Recycling. 

See also reuse. 

Purified water See purified recycled water above. 

Rainfall independent 
water source/ supply 

Source of water that for drinking and non-drinking uses that are not directly 
dependent on rainfall or stream flows for replenishment. The 2 key sources of 
rainfall-independent supply are desalination and recycled water. 

Rainwater tanks Rainwater tanks are used to collect and store rainwater that falls onto roofs.  

Raw water  

Native water 

Water in its natural state, before any treatment; or the water entering the first 
treatment process of a water treatment plant.  

Recharge In the groundwater context: The addition of water into a groundwater system by 
infiltration, flow or injection from sources such as rainfall, overland flow, adjacent 
groundwater sources, irrigation, or surface water sources. 

  

Reclaimed water/ 
reclaimed sewer 

Alternative but less accurate term for treated sewage. See further recycled water.  

Recovery In the NSW groundwater management context: The rise of groundwater levels or 
pressures after groundwater take has ceased. Where water is being added, recovery 
will be a fall.  

Recycled water Water generated from sewage, greywater or stormwater systems and treated to be 
fit for its intended use following the Australian Drinking Water Guidelines or 
Australian Guidelines for Water Recycling. 

https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act-2000-092
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Recycled water for 
non-drinking 

Recycled water sourced from wastewater and treated to provide water for non-
drinking purposes including irrigation, industrial and household uses such as toilets 
and washing machines. 

Other terms: highly treated recycled water.  

Reliability The degree to which something can be trusted. For example: in the context of water, 
the reliability of a supply system, a sewerage system or other piece of 
infrastructure.  

For the purposes of WaterNSW and water entitlements: reliability is a measure of 
the likelihood of an amount of water being allocated to a particular class of 
entitlements over a period. 

Reliable water 
supply 

A term used to explain the certainty of water availability. It is used to facilitate 
water supply planning to ensure that standards of supply are met. What is "reliable" 
can be defined in a range of ways and will change from region to region and 
potentially over time.  

In the urban water context: uninterrupted, long-term access to water.  

Reservoir Any natural or artificial holding area used to store, regulate or control water. 

Resilience Is the characteristic of a system that enables it to remain or return to the same basic 
structure or function after disturbance.  

Resilient water 
resources 

Those that can withstand extreme events, such as drought and flood, and/or adapt 
and respond to changes caused by extreme events. 

Resilient water 
supply 

A water supply that is able to withstand or recover quickly from difficult conditions, 
such as prolonged and intense droughts. 

Reuse All water is reused on earth through the water cycle. We can reuse water for 
different purposes. Reused water is recycled water that is utilised as a resource, 
rather than a waste. Water we reuse is treated to the appropriate standard for the 
purpose it is going to be used for.  

Further terms related to water reuse:  
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• Beneficial reuse is the use of recycled water for purposes that contribute to the 
water needs, economy and/or environment of a community.  

• Potable reuse is the use of purified recycled water for drinking water purposes. 
The water is purified to meet or exceed federal and state drinking water 
standards and is safe for human consumption.  

• Non-potable reuse is the use of recycled water for purposes other than 
drinking, such as irrigation and industrial uses.  

• Planned potable reuse is publicly acknowledged as an intentional project to 
use recycled water for drinking water by using purified recycled water to add to 
drinking water supplies. It commonly involves a formal public process and 
consultation program than occurs with de-facto or unacknowledged reuse.  

• Direct reuse, direct drinking water, direct potable reuse involves putting 
purified recycled water directly into a drinking water supply.  

• Indirect reuse/ indirect potable reuse means adding recycled water into 
surface water or groundwater with the intent of supplementing drinking water 
supplies.  

• Unplanned reuse is when towns upstream release purified wastewater into the 
river system from which towns downstream draw water for treatment and 
distribution in their town water supply.  

Reverse osmosis 
(RO) 

A method of removing dissolved salts and other components (e.g. dissolves 
inorganic chemicals, suspended particles, other minerals) from water. Pressure is 
used to force the water through a semi-permeable membrane that transmits the 
water but stops most dissolved materials from passing through the membrane. This 
treatment method is commonly used in desalination.  

Risk The likelihood of a hazard causing harm in exposed populations in a specified time 
frame, including the magnitude of that harm.  

Runoff Surface overland flow of water resulting from rainfall or irrigation exceeding the 
infiltration capacity of the soil. 

Saline/ salinity Broadly refers to the presence of soluble salts in soils or waters. In the NSW 
groundwater management context: The concentration of dissolved minerals in 
water, usually expressed in EC units or milligrams of total dissolved solids per litre.  



Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water 

Fact sheet 

Urban water glossary of terms 18 

Te rms  Me a ning s  

Saturated zone Area below the water table where all soil spaces, pores, fractures and voids are 
filled with water. 

Secondary treatment Generally, a level of treatment that removes 85% of biochemical oxygen demand 
and suspended solids, usually by biological or chemical treatment processes.  

Sedimentation In the urban water context: As the water and the floc particles progress through 
the treatment process, they move into sedimentation tanks. Here, the water moves 
slowly, causing the heavy floc particles to settle to the bottom. The floc that 
collects at the bottom of the tank is called sludge and is piped to drying lagoons. 
In direct filtration, the sedimentation step is not included, and the floc is removed 
by filtration only. 

Service provider A person or organisation that provides a specific service. Note the specific 
definition in the Water Industry Competition Act 2006 (WICA) for purposes of that 
Act. 

Sewage The used water of households and commercial businesses that contains human 
waste. Sewage is a subset of wastewater; if wastewater contains human waste, then 
it is considered to be sewage.  

See further: Wastewater. 

Sewer main Such part of a network operator’s sewerage infrastructure as comprises the main 
sewage pipe into which sewage is discharged from premises. 

Sewer mining Sewer mining is extracting wastewater from a local wastewater system. Extracted 
water is treated for a range of reuses as recycled water.  

Sewerage The removal of wastewater [or sewage] and refuse by means of sewers. 

A system of sewers. 

The pipes and fittings conveying sewage.  

Sewerage 
infrastructure 

Any infrastructure that is, or is to be, used for the treatment, storage, conveyance or 
reticulation of sewage, including any outfall pipe or other work that stores or 
conveys water leaving the infrastructure, but does not include any pipe, fitting or 



Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water 

Fact sheet 

Urban water glossary of terms 19 

Te rms  Me a ning s  

apparatus that is situated upstream of a customer’s connection point to a sewer 
main. 

Share component An entitlement to water specified on an access licence, expressed as a unit share or 
for specific purpose licences a volume in megalitres (e.g. local water utility, major 
utility and domestic and stock). 

Sludge drying Solids that are collected and settled out of the water by sedimentation and filtration 
are removed to drying lagoons. 

Source water/ 

water source 

Put simply, it is where we get our water from.  

Under the Water Management Act 2000 it is defined as ‘The whole or any part of one 
or more rivers, lakes or estuaries, or one or more places where water occurs 
naturally on or below the surface of the ground and includes the coastal waters of 
the State’. Individual water sources are more specifically defined in water sharing 
plans.  

Water sources can also include recycled water and saltwater (e.g. the ocean).  

Stormwater Rainwater (from rain, hail or snow falling) that has run off hard (impervious) ground 
surfaces, roads and paved areas. The water does that does not soak into the soil is 
usually carried away by drains. 

Stormwater drain Such part of a network operator’s water infrastructure as comprises the main drain 
into which stormwater is discharged from premises. 

Stormwater 
harvesting (and use) 

Stormwater harvesting is the collecting of stormwater, commonly to use it. For 
example: Some stormwater run-off from paved services is diverted to pipes, 
collected in underground tanks or open basins. Collected (harvested) stormwater 
can be treated and pumped to be used as required.  

Stormwater systems The pipes, ditches and natural systems that channel stormwater away from homes, 
businesses, and key infrastructure.  

Surface water All water that occurs above ground including that in rivers, streams, lakes, 
reservoirs, creeks, wetlands and estuaries. 

http://www.valueofwater.ca/water-facts/how-do-our-water-systems-work/#stormwatersystems
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Sustainable Activities that can be maintained over the long term. Sustainable activities can 
continue perpetually, by avoiding negative impacts on the natural environment and 
using up (depletion) of natural resources.  

Sustainable diversion 
limits 

The volume of water that can be taken from a sustainable diversion limit resource 
unit as defined under the Murray-Darling Basin Plan 2012. 

System yield System yield means the amount of water that can be supplied from the water 
sources within a catchment or supply system. Note: the specific definition for 
WaterNSW in its operating licence.  

Tertiary treatment 

(Advanced 
wastewater 
treatment) 

The treatment process following secondary treatment of wastewater that produces 
high quality water. Tertiary treatment typically uses filtration to remove any 
remaining suspended matter from wastewater. Tertiary treatment can also involve 
nutrient removal.  

Treatment The term commonly used to describe the cleaning process or steps used to make 
water from any source safe for its intended use (such as drinking, landscape 
irrigation and cooling), or to make wastewater or sewage safe to dispose of in the 
environment. In both cases, treatment steps are applied to produce a water product 
that meets specific regulations.  

Treatment train A sequence of water treatments (barriers) designed to meet the requirements of a 
particular use or environment.  

Triple bottom line A sustainability framework of 3 criteria used in multi-criteria analysis to evaluate 
options. 

Unassigned water In the NSW government water management context: This exists where current 
water requirements (including licensed volumes and water to meet basic landholder 
rights) are less than the extraction limit for a water source. 

Unconfined aquifer A groundwater system usually near the ground surface, which is in connection with 
atmospheric pressure and whose upper level is represented by the water table. 
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Unplanned reuse/ 
recycling1 

Unplanned reuse of wastewater occurs when treated wastewater is discharged into 
a river or other large water body and is extracted further downstream for water 
supply purposes. When extracted downstream for town water supply, the water is 
treated to drinking water standards before being used. 

Also called: de-facto, unacknowledged, incidental or unplanned potable reuse. 

Unsaturated zone Area above the water table where soil spaces, pores, fractures and voids are not 
completely filled with water. 

Urban water cycle Describes how humans manage the natural water cycle to provide for our needs in 
cities and towns. Water moves around the earth in an endless cycle. Water is 
received, moves through and is released from an urban community.  In urban centres 
we source water for various uses from surface water and groundwater through 
various human-made structures and equipment. We use the water for many types of 
purposes such as cooking, bathing, laundry, flushing toilets, preparing food or 
drinks, as well as for outdoors, commercial and industrial uses. The used water is 
carried through pipelines (sewers) to a wastewater treatment plant where it is 
cleaned sufficiently to be returned to the environment or reused in the community 
for multiple purposes.  

Verification (of 
drinking water 
quality) 

An assessment of the overall performance of the water supply system and the 
ultimate quality of drinking water being supplied to consumers; incorporates both 
drinking water quality monitoring and monitoring of consumer satisfaction.  

Wastewater Any water that has been used in homes or businesses. Wastewater is generated 
from commercial, industrial, agricultural and residential properties including waste 
from the toilet, kitchen, bathroom and laundry. 

If wastewater contains human waste it can also be called sewage.  

Wastewater 
collection systems 

The pipes and pumps that take away used water from our toilets, drains, bathtubs, 
and laundry. These are also called sewers.  

Wastewater 
treatment 

The removal of contaminants from our used water so it can be safely returned to the 
environment. This is also called sewage treatment. 

 
1 WSAA All Options report p.6. 

http://www.valueofwater.ca/water-facts/how-do-our-water-systems-work/#sewersystems
http://www.valueofwater.ca/water-facts/how-do-our-water-systems-work/#sewersystems
http://www.valueofwater.ca/water-facts/how-do-our-water-systems-work/#sewersystems
http://www.valueofwater.ca/water-facts/how-do-our-water-systems-work/#sewersystems
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Wastewater 
treatment plant 

A facility that processes wastewater to a standard suitable for discharge to the 
natural environment including some reuse applications. 

Water balance A calculation of all water entering and leaving a system. 

Water cycle (natural) The continuous cycle of water movement around the earth through the environment, 
including the oceans, the atmosphere, surface water systems and groundwater. 
Water evaporates from water bodies (such as oceans, lakes and rivers), forms 
clouds, and returns to the earth as precipitation (rain, hail or snow).  

Water demand The amount of water required by an area and its users to satisfy their needs. 

Water efficiency Any measure that reduces the amount of water required for a particular purpose, 
without restricting the use.  

Also termed water conservation. 

Water main The water pipe that delivers water from the supplier to a customer’s premise. Note 
the specific definition in the Water Industry Competition Act 2006 (WICA) for the 
purposes of that Act. 

Water quality The physical, chemical and biological characteristics of water. Water-quality 
compliance is usually assessed by comparing these characteristics with a set of 
reference standards. Common standards used are those for drinking water, safety 
of human contact and the health of ecosystems. 

Water recycling A generic term for water reuse. It can also be used to describe a specific type of 
‘reuse’ where water is recycled and used again for the same purpose (e.g. 
recirculating systems for washing and cooling), with or without treatment in 
between. 

Water resource plan A plan made under the Commonwealth Water Act 2007 that outlines how a particular 
area of the Murray–Darling Basin’s water resources will be managed to be 
consistent with the Murray–Darling Basin Plan 2012. These plans set out the water 
sharing rules and arrangements relating to issues such as annual limits on water 
take, environmental water, managing water during extreme events and strategies to 
achieve water quality standards and manage risks. 

http://www.bom.gov.au/water/awid/id-866.shtml
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Water restrictions Mandatory or enforceable controls on the way we use water during times of 
drought. 

Water reticulation, 
water reticulation 
work 

Water reticulation work means a work (such as a water pipe or irrigation channel) 
that is constructed or used for the purpose of conveying water to the point at which 
it is to be used (including a reticulated system of such works and all associated 
pipes, sluices, valves and equipment), but does not include: 

• any work that receives water from a water supply work under the control or 
management of the Sydney Water Corporation, the Hunter Water Corporation or 
a local water utility 

• any work that is also a flood work. 

Water security Uninterrupted long-term access to water.  

Water security ensures a local water utility can meet the water supply needs for 
customers and community, over time and in response to changes to supply and 
demand, including the impacts of climate change, population growth and extreme 
events. Water security contributes to public health, economic development 
opportunities, social amenity, and liveability – allowing communities to grow and 
thrive. 

Water sensitive 
urban design 

An approach to the planning and design of urban environments focused on 
integrating the urban water cycle (including potable water, wastewater and 
stormwater) with the built and natural urban landscape. It includes integrating the 
management, protection and conservation of the urban water cycle within urban 
planning and ensures that urban water management is sensitive to natural 
hydrological and ecological processes.  

It is linked to ecologically sustainable development, with a focus on the sustainable 
management of urban water resources and environmental protection, and the 
enhancement of socio-cultural conditions. 

Alternative words: Low impact development, sustainable urban drainage systems, 
best management practices, green infrastructure. 

Water sharing 
between regions 

Pipelines, canals and rivers connecting 2 or more major water sources to transport 
water from once catchment to another. This allows water supply in a region to be 
optimised by moving water between catchments to communities with less water. 
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Water sharing plan A plan made under the Water Management Act 2000. 

Water supplier Any supplier of drinking water defined under the Public Health Act 2010 as well as 
any other entity authorised to supply water for any other purpose.  

Water supply 
[system] 

Water distribution 
system 

Drinking water 
supply system 

System of water sources (e.g. dams, groundwater systems, etc), treatment plants, 
pump stations, reservoirs and distribution pipes to supply water on demand to 
consumers. 

Water supply or 
sewerage service 
contract 

A contract under which a supplier agrees to supply water, or provide sewerage 
services, to a customer. Note the specific definition in the Water Industry 
Competition Act 2006 (WICA). 

Water table In the NSW groundwater management context: Upper surface of groundwater at 
atmospheric pressure, below which the ground is saturated. 

Water treatment The processes to filter and purify water so that it is safe for its intended use. 

Water year Twelve-month period from 1 July to 30 June. 

Yield The amount of water that can be supplied over a specific period. 
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