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Informed Decision Making:
Systematic Social Analysis - Decentralised Systems

About the Project
The purpose of this study was to explore general beliefs, 
values and knowledge associated with decentralised 
water supply systems among residents in South East 
Queensland (SEQ). Decentralised systems are those 

that allow householders 
to collect, treat and 
reuse alternative 
water, for example 
rainwater tanks and 
greywater systems. 
Often, this water can be 
used for applications 
where drinking water 
is not required. The 
key benefit of these 
systems is to reduce 
overall mains water 
demand and household 
wastewater discharge. 
Two groups of 
residents took part in 
interviews: �. Users 

— those who were using decentralised systems in their 
home, and 2. Non-users — residents who were not using 
any decentralised systems in their homes.

Locations A, B and C were chosen as the study site for 
phase one of the decentralised systems research.

Research Findings To Date
The first phase of research involved teams of 
interviewers visiting three locations around SEQ in 
November 2009, asking householders about their 
knowledge and experiences related to decentralised 
water systems. A total of 28 householders — 20 Users, 
and 8 Non-users — were involved in the study and 
generously gave their time for the interviews. The 
information gathered from householder interviews was 
collected and analysed confidentially.

Results yielded very interesting information for 
researchers, contributing to a greater understanding 
of the thoughts, values and knowledge among Users 
and Non-users of decentralised water systems. Among 
both groups, respondents indicated that choosing a 
decentralised water system and/or other sustainable 
options around the home was desirable and beneficial 
to the environment. However, in many instances, 
the decision to live sustainably was influenced by 
uncontrollable factors, such as property development 
regulations, available property space, and financial 
limitations. 

All interviewees also acknowledged the benefits of 
having increased water quantity around the home, 
especially for watering gardens and lawns. 

 

The Decentralised Systems project is part of a broader research program that investigates how the 
community values alternate water supply options.  The component is one of several projects funded 
through the Urban Water Security Research Alliance, a joint research partnership between CSIRO, the 
University of Queensland, Griffith University and the Queensland Government.  

Locations A, B and C were chosen 
as the study site for phase one of the 
decentralised systems research.
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Among the Non-users of decentralised water systems, 
important and unique issues that emerged related to:

Acceptance of decentralised systems — this group 
did not have decentralised systems in their homes, 
but individuals were accepting of the technology and 
would be willing to use it.

Barriers preventing use of decentralised systems — 
most cited financial constraints and space limitations 
as primary barriers.

Confidence and trust — most felt that government 
regulations were unclear and inefficient with regards 
to decentralised systems, resulting in a lack of 
confidence and mistrust in water regulators.

Many issues were common among Users of 
decentralised systems across the three interview 
locations as well.  These included:

Knowledge — most had a high level of decentralised 
system knowledge and were aware of the 
maintenance and running requirements for their 
system(s).

Reasons for choosing decentralised water systems  
— the primary reason people chose to live in 
sustainable developments was because of property 
location; environmental reasons were also important.

Advantages and disadvantages — water quality 
and quantity were cited as important advantages; 
maintenance and cost were listed as important 
disadvantages.

Trust and equity — all Users felt that communal 
decentralised water sources should be equitable in 
their water distribution and provision.

Other issues, such as availability of information and 
suggested improvements of decentralised systems were 
locale specific. The research team is currently writing up 
the findings from the first phase of household interviews. 
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Once finalised and approved, the report will be made 
publically available at 
http://www.urbanwateralliance.org.au/publications.html.  

Recent and Ongoing Research
Important information gathered from the interview 
study has been used to inform the second phase of the 
research.  This phase involves the implementation of a 
broad-scale community survey, which was completed in 
July this year. 

In total, 740 community members have taken part in this 
survey, answering questions about decentralised systems 
currently being used in SEQ, future plans for adopting 
decentralised systems, and a range of questions related 
to potential water issues in SEQ. 

Data analysis of the survey is in its early stages. It is 
hoped that we can get a better understanding of why 
people choose to adopt alternative water supply options 
and what might encourage people to do so in the future. 

This phase of the research will culminate in a research 
report and a number of journal articles, which will be 
made publically available on the Alliance website when 
completed.

Thank you again for taking part in this important 
research.  Your time and input has been invaluable to us.
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