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1.0 Introduction 

This heritage assessment has been prepared for Southern Rural Water and addresses the heritage 

significance of the water tower and associated buildings and features at the site at 1 Tower Road, 

Werribee (Figure 1).   

 

Figure 1 Subject site as indicated by the arrow 

Source: www.street-directory.com.au  

2.0 Statutory heritage controls 

2.1 Wyndham Planning Scheme 

The site is individually listed as Water Tower and Office, identified as HO100 in the Schedule to the 

Heritage Overlay of the Wyndham Planning Scheme.  The schedule does not confirm whether external 

paint and internal alterations apply (a dash is entered into the relevant columns), however it is assumed 

they do not. Tree controls do apply to the site.   

The extent of HO100 covers the Southern Rural Water land in its entirety (refer to Figure 2 and Figure 3), 

including the water tower and office referenced in the HO schedule and a series of other buildings and 

trees. 

http://www.street-directory.com.au/
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Figure 2 Subject site. Note - North is the top of the image.  

Source: Nearmap 

 

Figure 3 Detail of Map 16HO with the subject site indicated by the red arrow. 

Source: Wyndham Planning Scheme 
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2.2 Heritage studies 

This site appears to have been first identified in the Western Region Industrial Heritage Study (Gary 

Vines and Andrew Ward) in 1989. 

The citation from the 1989 study focussed on the water tower itself, with the following description, 

history and comment on significance: 

Description: Concrete circular water tower typical of many constructed around 

Victoria. The tank is slightly larger than the cylindrical base which has small window 

openings cut into it. 

History: Constructed c. 1925 by the State Rivers and Water Supply Commission for 

irrigation and domestic water supply in the Werribee South irrigation area.  

Because of the very small changes in elevation in the area water is pumped to the 

tank at the top of the tower which provides a head to ensure constant pressure. 

Significance: One of the most visible features of the Werribee Irrigation Area works 

which have had a major influence in the development of the Werribee and 

Werribee South area since the 1920s. The water tower is a local landmark and a 

focus for the miles of channels and pipelines which bring water to the otherwise 

very dry farming land south of the township. 

In 1994 the Rural Heritage Study: Western Region of Melbourne (Chris Johnstone, Western Region 

Commission, 1994) was prepared, and this is thought to have included reference to this site. A copy of 

the study could not be located for this report. 

The citation for the site from the Heritage of the City of Wyndham study (Context in association with Dr 

Carlotta Kellaway, 1997) recognises other elements on the site in addition to the water tower itself. 

It includes the following description of the heritage place: 

Brick and render, single storey office building, domestic in scale, dominanted [sic.] 

by the front entry with ‘State Rivers and Water Supply Commission’ name plate 

above. The building is substantially intact externally. Changes include painting of 

the face brick quoins and lower walls, and an extension to the rear. 

Next to the office is the large concrete water tower used to create sufficient water 

pressure for distribution throughout the flat Werribee South area. The tank sits on 

top of a slightly narrower base.  

Another important feature on the site are the two large groups of peppercorn 

trees. There are also several other workshop buildings on the site: these have not 

been inspected closely. 

The place was related the historical theme of Boosting production. 

The statement of significance in the citation is as follows: 

Of regional significance as part of the Werribee Irrigation System which had an 

important impact on the development of the Werribee area.   

The area of significance is identified as: 

Site, including office building, water tower, peppercorn trees.   

The citation notes that no further investigation is required.  

The Heritage of the City of Wyndham study is a reference document in the Wyndham Planning Scheme. 
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3.0 Brief history and Description 

A brief history of the site and its development and a description of the current site follows.   

3.1 State Rivers and Water Supply Commission 

3.2 Werribee irrigation settlement 

The following summary history of the establishment of the Werribee irrigation settlement or district has 

been compiled from information on Southern Rural Water’s website (http://www.srw.com.au/water-

systems/werribee/) and the online history project ‘Wyndham History 

(http://www.wyndhamhistory.net.au). 

Settlement of the Werribee Basin quickly followed the arrival of John Batman in 1835. By 

1837 squatters had reached the Bacchus Marsh area and by 1840 most of the plains and 

foothills within the river basin were occupied. 

The Werribee Irrigation Trust was formed in November 1888 following demands for 

alternative water supplies to avoid the consequences of severe droughts. It was to provide 

irrigation facilities for 595 hectares of land north of the Melbourne-Geelong railway line, 

adjacent to the township of Werribee. The Trust operated for only a few years before it failed 

financially. It was eventually abolished under the provisions of the Water Act of 1905, and the 

State Rivers and Water Supply Commission (SRWSC) was established at this time. 

The Government at the time supported the association of irrigation with the movement to 

achieve closer settlement.  By 1906 the Government’s Land Purchase and Management Board 

had purchased 23,214 acres from Chirnside’s Werribee Park Estate.  It had also purchased 55 

acres of the Werribee Police Paddock to be set aside for workman’s homes.   

The Pykes Creek Reservoir, which was the initial storage for both the Werribee Irrigation 

District and the irrigation system upstream at Bacchus Marsh, was completed in 1911. The 

diversion weir on the Werribee River and the main channel of the irrigation district were 

completed in 1912 and a system of channels was constructed to supply water for domestic 

and stock purposes to non-irrigated areas within the old estate and for irrigation of around 

265 hectares of land. 

By 1914 the area of land that could be irrigated had been increased to 2,185 hectares. In 1916, Melton 

Reservoir was completed. Following this and the completion of other works, the Werribee Irrigation and 

Water Supply District was formed in October 1917 under the control of the State Rivers and Water 

Supply Commission. The introduction of the irrigation scheme resulted in a dramatic growth in the 

area’s population.  The soldier settlement scheme and the arrival of Italian migrant families also 

coincided with the early period of development of small holdings throughout Werribee South.  Initially, 

the area hosted a wider diversity of agricultural activities, including the growing of Lucerne, dairying and 

poultry farming, but later there was a shift to market gardening. 

In 1914 there was another advance when a town water supply was established, including the 

construction of a concrete water tower on Tower Road.  Water was supplied to the tower from an 

adjacent settling basin which was in turn supplied from the diversion weir and channel from the 

Werribee River (which as noted above also supplied the irrigation district).1 

The Werribee Irrigation System comprises a diversion weir, channel, water tower, 

and office building.  The diversion weir is a large stone and concrete diversion 

structure which creates a small pondage area in the Werribee River.  Water is 

                                                                 

1 Southern Rural Water correspondence on file 2000. 
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channel along a concrete lined diversion channel, through to the Water Tower on 

Tower Road.  The Channel Reserve is lined with peppercorn trees and is an 

important feature through this area.   

3.3 The subject site 

The Suburban and Township Allotments at Werribee in the Parish of Deutgam from August 1859 indicate 

the area of the current site was subdivided and owned in part by E Armstrong, J Finlay and T Chirnside 

(Figure 4).  The subject site later became Crown Land which was occupied by the local water board in 

Werribee.  This larger site included allotments to the east and the south after a re-subdivision of the 

area around WWI.   

The site in Tower Road was developed by the State Rivers and Water Supply Commission.  The tower is 

thought to have been constructed in 1913 as part of the supply of water to the Werribee township. In 

June 1913, the Werribee Shire Banner reported the construction of the tower and caretaker’s residence 

(the latter in progress) and noted that in ‘a few month’s time’ [sic] the shire town would be ‘abreast of 

other progressive centres as regards a water supply’.2 As noted above, it is understood the tower was 

fed from the diversion weir on the Werribee River via the main channel and a nearby settling basin.  

The SRWSC office building was completed in May 1926.  It was not directly related to the tower but was 

constructed on land held by the SRWSC. The SRWSC had previously been accommodated in a room in 

the Municipal Chambers in Werribee. The Werribee Shire Banner reported in June 1926 that  

The expanse of business, which is consequent on the spread of the irrigation area, 

necessitated the removal to roomier quarters. 

It provided a description of the new building: 

The new building is divided into three large rooms, and contains as well, a store-

room and a strong-room. Built of brick, with a portion of the wall rough-cast, with a 

tiled roof, and a liberal installation of windows, the structure catches the eye as it 

spreads over the landscape from the eastern end of the town. The rooms have 

built-in fire places as well as electric radiators. There is a bounteous stream of fresh 

air and light. The offices are fitted with all the latest appliances necessary for the 

conduct of business. The structure was erected at a cost of about £1,000. Mr A 

Gibson of Werribee, was the builder.3 

Responsibility for the Werribee town water supply was subsequently transferred to the Melbourne and 

Metropolitan Board of Works, when the township was connected to that system. The date of this 

change has not been confirmed, however, discussions began in relation to this transfer as early as 

1928.4 

In 1951 the SRWSC opened a hydraulic research station on the site. This included a scale model of Eildon 

Dam and a range of other buildings and structures. These are shown on the 1951 aerial photograph at 

Figure 5. The research station was opened by the Premier, Mr McDonald at a ceremony held on 23 

November 1951.5 Photographs of the opening day show scale models within the large laboratory 

building (Figure 6. 

                                                                 

2 Werribee Shire Banner, 5 June 1913, p. 2 

3 Werribee Shire Banner, 27 May 1926, p. 4. 

4 Werribee Shire Banner, 20 September 1928. 

5 The Age, 23 November 1951, p. 5. 
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The 1951 aerial clearly shows the layout of the station with the tower, SRWSC office, laboratory, model 

dam and series of smaller buildings (Figure 5). Boundary row plantings are visible on the Princes 

Highway frontage and returning on the north-west boundary.  

 

Figure 4 Detail of the Parish plan of Deutgam with subject site indicated by arrow 

Source: National Library of Australia 
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Figure 5 Detail of the 1951 Aerial showing subject site 

Landata 

Plans from 1977 outline the function of buildings on site at that date.  The office and tower are clearly 

identified.  The large shed in the centre of the site is labelled as ‘Laboratory’ and the small shed to the 

rear of the site is labelled ‘Metal Working Building’.  Adjacent to this is the ‘Conference Room’ and to 

the north a ‘Workshop’.  A ‘Hydraulics Office’ is located on the southern boundary in proximity to a 

‘Store Shed’.  Another ‘Store Shed’ is located behind the water tower.  This layout corresponds with the 

historical aerials from 1951 and 1984. 

The 1984 aerial depicts relatively few changes to the structures at the site (Figure 8).  All of the small 

buildings remain and the large shed, site office, tower and small shed are all visible.  Additional trees 

have changed at the front of the property and trees have been planted across the site where they were 

previously only visible on the site boundaries.   

Site plans from 1994 show a similar layout to the above plans and aerials, however, the workshop and 

conference centre in the south-east corner of the site have been removed (Figure 9).  Some of the trees 

along the boundaries have been removed and a row of trees at the western end of the large 

shed/workshop have been planted.   
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Figure 6 Opening day at the hydraulic research station, 23 November 1951 – this view is within the 

existing shed (former Laboratory) 

Source: State Library of Victoria 

 

Figure 7 Water Tower, corner Tower Road and Princes Highway Werribee (undated, c. 1970s?) 

Source: Local history photograph collection, Wyndham Historical Society, 

http://www.wyndhamhistory.net.au/items/show/1435, accessed 10 August 2017 

http://www.wyndhamhistory.net.au/items/show/1435
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Figure 8 Detail of the 1984 aerial  

Landata 

 

Currently, only the small shed in the south-east corner, the large shed/workshop in the centre, the 

water tower and site office remain.  The site office has been extended with demountables and the large 

shed/workshop has extended to the western end.  The dam to the north of the large shed/workshop has 

been removed.  The large peppercorn that was added around 1984 is still present and several new trees 

have been added.  The parking provisions and site landscape has changed dramatically, with no defined 

paths visible and no landscaped grass areas which were present in the 1994 plans.  Clearly marked 

parking spaces on bitumen surrounding the site office and tower has been added to the site.   
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Figure 9 Plan of existing conditions in 1994, with proposed new buildings overlain 

Source: Southern Rural Water 
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Figure 10 Subject site. Note - North is the top of the image.  

Source: Nearmap 

3.4 Description 

3.4.1 Former SRWSC office 

The single-storey office building was constructed in 1926. It has a strong domestic quality and presents 

with an asymmetrical front façade facing Tower Road (Figure 11), comprising stepped hipped roof forms 

clad in glazed tiles.  A projecting entry portico element features a prominent pediment with ‘State Rivers 

and Water Supply Commission’ in relief letters. A modern glazed door has been inserted into the entry. 

The original exposed brickwork and roughcast render panels and applied render detailing has all been 

overpainted, detracting from the presentation of the building.  

Internally, the office retains its original layout with fireplaces in the two rooms on the northern side.  On 

the south-east corner is a strong room with original vaulted door.  The interior has been fitted with 

contemporary office fittings but retains cornices, picture rail and deep skirting.   

To the rear (the eastern side) of the office are two demountables which have been added at separate 

occasions, after 1994 (Figure 12).  The extension has a flat roof and is linked to the site office through a 

small walkway.  The windows are multi-paned and metal with clear glazing and are evenly spaced along 

the northern, eastern and southern facades.  The eastern façade features two recessed doorways at 

opposing end reached via timber ramps.  The office is still used by Southern Rural Water.   
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Figure 11 Former SRWSC from Tower Road 

 

Figure 12 The demountables from the rear, looking west 
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3.4.2 Water Tower 

The water tower is constructed of concrete and is cylindrical in shape (Figure 13).  The round tank sits on 

a narrower round base.  The tower is surrounded by a small metal picketed fence a small distance from 

the base of the tower.  Halfway up the tower is a metal rod that extends to the top of the tower.  The 

tower is not used.  This tower appears to be relatively intact to its original construction in approximately 

1913, however it is no longer functional.   

 

Figure 13 Water tower viewed from Tower Road 

3.4.3 Former laboratory 

A large steel-framed gable-roofed corrugated iron shed is located in the middle of the site, on an 

east/west alignment parallel to Princes Highway (Figure 14). It has steel multi-paned windows to both 

sides. Access to the shed is via a large roller door to the western end, a large opening on the southern 

side and a small hinged door on the western side.  The building was constructed in 1951 as part of the 

SRWSC hydraulic research station and was the main laboratory for that facility.  It overlooked the model 

dam which was located on its north side (now removed).  
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Figure 14 Former laboratory from the north 

3.4.4 Small storage shed 

In the south-eastern corner of the property is a small shed aligned with the fence lines (Figure 15).  It is 

constructed with a concrete base and concrete corrugated iron walls with timber framed doors and 

windows.  This shed is currently used for storage but was identified as a metal working shop in the 

1970s It has been on the site since at least 1951 and is likely to have been associated with the SRWSC’s 

hydraulic research facility.   

3.4.5 Trees 

The site contains a series of mature trees in various locations around the site (Figure 16 and Figure 17).  

The northern boundary of the site to the Princes Highway frontage features a row of mature 

peppercorns.  These appear on aerials from the 1980s and more recently. The 1951 aerial also shows a 

mature boundary row planting in this location but the dense canopy in that photograph appears to 

differ from the presentation of the existing trees, even with reference to the 1984 aerial and may be 

more characteristic of a cypress row.  

To the rear of the office building is a large peppercorn tree and another very large specimen is adjacent 

to the small shed at the rear of the site. Of these, the tree to the rear of the office is not on the 1951 

aerial and the larger tree, if it existed, is not easily identifiable.  
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Figure 15 Small shed from the northern side 

 

Figure 16 Large peppercorn to the rear of the site 
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Figure 17 Trees lining the northern boundary viewed from Princes Highway 

4.0 Assessment of significance 

The following is an assessment against the criteria for the application of the Heritage Overlay: 

Criterion A: Importance to the course or pattern of our cultural or natural history (historical 

significance). 

Response:  

The water tower is of local historical significance as associated with the provision by the SRWSC of a 

dedicated town water supply to Werribee in 1913-14.  Its function is demonstrated through its 

distinctive form and it provides a clear reference to the provision of infrastructure to the expanding 

township in the early twentieth century. The building is a local landmark in this context. 

The former State Rivers and Water Supply Commission offices building is of local historical significance 

for its association with the work of the SRWSC in the early twentieth century, a period which saw the 

development of the Werribee irrigation system and the related development of the district as a major 

agricultural area. 

The hydraulic research facility established on the site by the SRWSC in 1951 is of some historical 

interest, however the majority of structures and features associated with this project have been 

removed from the site. 

Criterion B: Possession of uncommon rare or endangered aspects of our cultural or natural history 

(rarity). 

Response: 

Not applicable. 

Criterion C: Potential to yield information that will contribute to an understanding of our cultural or 

natural history (research potential). 
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Response: 

Not applicable. 

Criterion D: Importance in demonstrating the principal characteristics of a class of cultural or natural 

places or environments (representativeness). 

Response:  

The water tower exhibits standard design for such structures (ie, it is a representative example) but is 

not considered to be of heritage significance for this reason. 

The office building is a representative example of the application of a domestic style to an 

administration building in the interwar period. It has suffered some alterations but still demonstrates its 

origins and design approach. 

Criterion E: Importance in exhibiting particular aesthetic characteristics (aesthetic significance). 

Response: 

Not applicable. 

Criterion F: Importance in demonstrating a high degree of creative or technical achievement at a 

particular period (technical significance). 

Response: 

No evidence has come to light to suggest technological significance associated with the design of the 

water tower.  

Criterion G: Strong or special association with a particular community or cultural group for social, 

cultural or spiritual reasons. This includes the significance of a place to Indigenous peoples as part of 

their continuing and developing cultural traditions (social significance).  

Response: 

No evidence has come to light suggesting social or spiritual value. 

Criterion H: Special association with the life or works of a person, or group of persons, of importance in 

our history (associative significance). 

Response: 

No evidence has come to light suggesting any associations of significance. 

4.1 Significant elements 

Based on the preceding assessment of significance and values identified, it is considered that the two 

elements of heritage significance are the water tower (1913) and the former State Rivers and Water 

Supply Commission offices (1926). None of the other existing buildings or structures on the site are 

considered of significance. 

The trees are not considered of heritage significance. While mature specimens and of long standing on 

the site, these do not appear to relate to the establishment and early development of the site in the 

1910s and 1920s (as related to the buildings), dating from a later phase in the site’s history. The trees do 

not contribute particularly to a defined setting for the two heritage buildings. Furthermore, they are 

utilitarian plantings that would be typical of many industrial/institutional sites and not considered of 

significance in their own right. 

There are no other landscaping elements of significance. 
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4.2 Recommended changes to the Heritage Overlay 

Boundaries: 

At present the HO affects the site in its entirety. This is even though the statement of significance 

references the office building, water tower and mature trees. 

Furthermore, this review of the assessment of significance has concluded that the significance of the 

place relates to the water tower and the former SRWSC offices.  

On the basis of this assessment, consideration could be given to reviewing the boundaries of the HO and 

reducing the extent of land which is included within HO100. This is because the extent of land is far in 

excess of what would be required to manage the place in order to maintain significance.  

The Victorian Planning Provisions (VPP) Practice Note for applying the Heritage Overlay comments on 

the issue of the extent of land that should be included associated with a heritage item. 

The Heritage Overlay applies to both the listed heritage item and its associated 

land.  It is usually important to include land surrounding a building, structure, tree 

or feature of importance to ensure that any development, including subdivision, 

does not adversely affect the setting, context or significance of the heritage item.  

The land surrounding the heritage item is known as a ‘curtilage’ and will be shown 

as a polygon on the Heritage Overlay map.  In many cases, particularly in urban 

areas and townships, the extent of the curtilage will be the whole of the property 

(for example, a suburban dwelling and its allotment). 

However, there will be occasions where the curtilage and the Heritage Overlay 

polygon should be reduced in size as the land is of no significance.  Reducing the 

curtilage and the polygon will have the potential benefit of lessening the number of 

planning permits that are required with advantages to both the landowner and the 

responsible authority.  Examples of situations where a reduction in the curtilage 

and polygon may be appropriate include: 

 A homestead on a large farm or pastoral property where it is only the 

house and/or outbuildings that is important.  In most cases with large 

rural properties, the inclusion of large areas of surrounding farmland are 

unlikely to have any positive heritage benefits or outcomes. 

 A significant tree on an otherwise unimportant property. 

 A horse trough, fountain or monument in a road reservation. 

 A grandstand or shelter in a large but otherwise unimportant public park. 

The objective in defining the area should be to include elements of significance and sufficient 

surrounding land in order to retain the setting of those significant elements and manage future 

development in close proximity.  

In this case, it is considered the water tower and former SRWSC offices be included in the HO, with a 

reduced area of land.  The extent of land should be sufficient to manage any potential impacts (on the 

water tower in particular) from new build.   

A recommended revised extent of the HO is shown at Figure 1. This extent is shown notionally only but 

the eastern boundary is aligned to a point in the order of six metres to the east of the rear of the tower. 

This extent of land has been recommended in the context of the need to protect the landmark qualities 

of the tower.  It is noted that the development could still potentially occur within the revised HO extent, 

but that heritage would be a consideration in that case. 
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Figure 18 Recommended revised extent of HO100 

Statement of significance 

Consistent with this recommendation, it is also recommended that the statement of significance for the 

place be updated consistent with this assessment.  

As part of this, references to the irrigation system should be removed (the water tower is not part of this 

system). References to the trees and to the workshops buildings should also be removed. 

HO schedule 

The HO schedule should be amended to remove the tree control trigger. 

5.0 Comments on future adaptive reuse and development  

It is understood that Southern Rural Water is considering options for the future of this site on the basis 

it is not required for operational reasons. The following limited comments are provided on the issues of 

future adaptive reuse and development in a heritage context. 

 Future development or an alternative use for all or part of the land is likely to require a 

planning scheme amendment (the current zoning is Public Use 1). 

 If pursued the planning scheme amendment for rezoning could also include the amendment of 

HO100 to reduce the extent of the overlay. 

 New development adjacent to or in proximity to the tower would need to consider the impact 

on views to the tower and the status of the structure as a local landmark.  

 There may also be potential for adaptive reuse of the water tower.  Given its modest size the 

adaptive reuse potential is likely to be limited if confined to the building itself, but could occur 

in association with new build of an appropriate scale and design behind and connected to the 

structure. 

 The office building could be adapted for a new use.  The rear demountables could be removed 

and there is potential for a rear addition to the office building if required. 

 If site is developed, surrounding height and sightlines should be considered in regard to the 

tower. 
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