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Accelerating Australia’s Circular Water Economy Report Launch 
Australia is flushing away billions: new report calls for Circular Economy Act to unlock the nation's circular 

water economy 
 
 

Every year, Australia discharges enough water to supply every single household in 
Australia for more than a year and with it billions of dollars of valuable by-products lost. 

Australia reuses less than 15 per cent of the water it treats, discharging around 2,000 gigalitres of 
high-quality treated water to the environment every year, and inside that water valuable nutrients, 
energy, carbon and critical minerals are also lost. 

A new report, Accelerating Australia's Circular Water Economy, released today by Circular 
Australia, the Australian Water Association (AWA), Arup and SUEZ, calls for a new Circular 
Economy Act to redefine waste, including wastewater, as a resource. 

The scale of Australia’s circular water opportunity is large, with markets for biochar more 
than AU$300 million, emerging cellulose markets at AUD$6 billion globally, and metals and 
rare earth elements now harvested from wastewater. Circular management of components 
such as membranes and chemicals is reducing waste and improving productivity. 

Recommendations include:  
 

●​ A new Circular Economy Act to redefine waste as a resource, including wastewater, 
providing the legislative foundation for purified recycled water and resource recovery at scale  

●​ A national water credit framework and legislated third-party network access rights to unlock 
virtual water markets  

●​ Regulatory reform to recognise recovered nutrients, salts and minerals as products, with 
clear standards and risk-based approvals  

●​ Improved bankability of energy and resource recovery through certification and emissions 
accounting (Guarantee of Origin schemes, NGER, ACCUs)  

●​ Extended Producer Responsibility obligations and utility-to-utility exchanges for chemicals, 
membranes and consumables  

●​ Reference deployments to de-risk first-of-a-kind recovery projects at scale  
 

Australia’s water sector is paying twice for resources it already has. Agriculture imports billions 
of dollars of fertiliser annually, and the mining sector invests heavily in extracting minerals, while 
nitrogen, phosphorus, metals and other valuable materials flow through Australian water treatment 
plants and are lost to disposal. 

Water is increasingly a binding constraint on growth, with inadequate recycled water 
infrastructure already limiting housing approvals in South Australia and deterring investment in 
data centres and advanced manufacturing. 

New circular markets are emerging with Sydney Water's Purified Recycled Water Discovery 
Centre and Malabar biomethane project in NSW, Logan and South East Water biochar plants in 
Queensland and Victoria respectively, but most remain constrained by limited demand, 
underdeveloped pricing and a lack of enabling regulation.  
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The scale of the opportunity is large: 

●​ Wastewater treatment plants process more than 2,400 GL of water annually, yet 85–90% is 
discharged, much of it to the ocean 

●​ Biochar carbon removal markets are projected to grow from AU$304 million in 2025 to AU$1.85 
billion by 2032 

●​ Biosolids and digestate contain recoverable energy of 11–22 MJ/kg of dried material, with 30,000 
terajoules of biogas estimated to be available near NSW pipelines alone, enough for 1.4 million 
households 

●​ Approximately 300,000 tonnes of cellulose from toilet paper flows through Australian wastewater 
systems each year, feeding markets already worth AU$6–8 billion across pulp, packaging, polymers 
and construction 

●​ Australia's metal recycling market is worth AU$7.6 billion annually and forecast to exceed AU$10.5 
billion by 2034, with recoverable metals including copper, aluminum, lithium and rare earth elements 
present in water sector residuals 

The findings align with Australia's Circular Economy Framework and its national objective 
to double the circularity rate by 2035, lifting material productivity by 30%, shrinking per 
capita material footprint by 10%, and safely recovering 80% of resources. 

Download the report 
 

QUOTES 

Quote attributable to Lisa McLean, CEO, Circular Australia 
"Australia's water systems carry enormous wasted value, the water itself, plus nutrients, energy, carbon and 
critical minerals - these valuable secondary markets are flowing through our treatment plants every day and 
can become strong domestic secondary resource markets. 

“A new Circular Economy Act redefining waste as a resource would provide the legislative foundation for 
purified recycled water and resource recovery at scale. No single utility or regulator can create this 
environment alone, systematic national reform is overdue." 

Quote attributable to Dr Nicola Nelson, Head of International and Industry Programs, Australian 
Water Association (AWA) 

“The water sector is central to meeting Australia’s target of doubling circularity by 2035. This report provides 
government, industry and investors with a clear pathway to unlock the full value of our water systems. The 
next step is to accelerate the development of circular water markets and create the right conditions for 
investment and innovation. Drawing on leading international examples, this report highlights practical 
opportunities from stronger product stewardship and regulatory approaches to financial incentives that help 
de-risk and scale projects. Most importantly, we want to generate new conversations and partnerships to 
help turn these opportunities into action.” 

Quote attributable to Wayne Middleton, APAC Water Business Leader, Arup 

"Australia's water systems were designed around a linear model that delivered enormous public benefit, but 
the conditions that shaped those systems have fundamentally changed. Water is no longer just a utility 
service; it is a platform for recovering value, creating resilience, and enabling economic growth. At Arup, we 
see enormous opportunity in helping governments, utilities and industry unlock new circular water markets. 
The technologies already exist. The challenge now is designing the policy, investment and market 
frameworks needed to turn waste into a resource and create a more productive, climate-resilient future." 

Quote attributable to Stephanie Clarke, Vice President of Growth and Innovation, SUEZ 

"Water is the one resource we have always had and have never fully used. Every drop we treat carries 
energy, nutrients, carbon and value that we currently return to the ocean. A circular water economy is not a 
distant idea. It is a set of choices about what we build, what we price and what we are willing to see 
differently. Australia can lead the world here, and the decade to do it starts now. 
Media Enquiries: Emma Lundaahl contact@circularaustralia.com.au 
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https://circularaustralia.com.au/report/accelerating-australias-circular-water-economy-report/

