
It’s time to upgrade  
Beaconsfield Dam 
The dam was built over 100 years ago and needs to be upgraded 
in order to meet current guidelines set by the Australian 
National Committee on Large Dams (ANCOLD). Australia and 
accordingly, Melbourne Water has a strong emphasis on dam 
safety management principles set out by these guidelines. These 
guidelines apply to large and small dams that could present  
a risk to life for those downstream. 

The driver of the Beaconsfield Dam Safety Upgrade project is  
to protect properties and communities located downstream of 
the reservoir. Beaconsfield Dam is an asset owned and maintained  
by Melbourne Water, however the land surrounding the reservoir  
is managed by the Department of Environment Land Water and 
Planning (DELWP). 

Melbourne Water led a multi criteria analysis in 2018 involving 
stakeholders and some members of the community against all 
four options. The criteria looked at a number of categories and 
sub-categories:

• Safety  • cost  • community impacts  • environmental and 
conservation impact.

Over the last year, MW has undertaken additional assessments
against the four criteria, including engaging independent ecologists 
to undertake environmental and conservation assessments  
and impact on lowering the water level. Option four allows us  
to meet ANCOLD guidelines and maintain a permanent water 
body. Any impacts on the environmental values of Beaconsfield 
Nature Conservation Reserve (BNCR) can be managed.
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• Option one: Leave water level at current height  
and continue to monitor

• Option two: Full decommission of the reservoir

• Option three: Undertake a safety upgrade, retain 
existing water level and increase the height of the 
embankment

• Option four: Partial decommissioning of the reservoir. 
Reduction of the height of the embankment and 
lowering the water level.

Options we have considered 
To determine the right approach for the project, we undertook 
a Multi-Criteria Analysis (MCA) on four possible options:



Beaconsfield Dam Safety Upgrade

OPTIONS ASSESSMENT

Leave water level at current 
height and continue to monitor

Full decommissioning Full dam safety upgrade Partial decommissioning 
(Approved option)

OPTION 1 OPTION 2 OPTION 3 OPTION 4

By doing nothing, the 
Consequence Category and 
risk profile remain unchanged. 
Therefore, ‘Do Nothing’ is not 
per ANCOLD guidelines or the 
Strategic Framework for Dam 
Safety Regulation (DELWP, 
2014). It is therefore not 
considered a viable option. 

Full decommissioning 
eliminates all dam safety risks 
associated with Beaconsfield 
Dam. However, there would  
be no permanent water body, 
and an extensive construction 
period that would also impact 
the flora and fauna within  
the BNCR. 

Complete removal of the 
reservoir would lead to 
unacceptable increases in flood 
levels along Haunted Gully 
Creek. For these reasons, it is 
considered not a viable option.

A full upgrade would be a 
considerably longer and more 
costly construction phase in 
comparison to options 1 & 2. 

The consequence is not reduced 
due to the high volume of water. 

There would be major disruption 
to the local residents due  
to the high volume of heavy 
vehicle movements that would 
bring in the large amount  
of material required for the 
embankment. For safety, the 
public would not be allowed 
access to the embankment due 
to the steepness and exposed 
rock faces.

A partial decommissioning 
offers the benefit of  
retaining a waterbody while 
minimising risk. 

Environment Impact 
Assessment recommends  
a slow lowering of the water 
level over a 3 to 5 year period 
before commencing any 
construction activities. 

Melbourne Water will continue 
to monitor the dam during the 
lowering of the water level. 

TODAY 1 YEAR



About the approved option  
– partial decommissioning 
This option will involve: 

• Lowering the dam crest from 98.5m to 94.00m – reducing the 
peak water level and modifying the current low-level outlet  
to act as the new water discharge point.

• Removal of redundant infrastructure, constructing a new energy 
dissipater to reduce scouring and safely discharge into Haunted 
Gully Creek, and building a 10m long secondary rock-lined spillway 
are all part of the safety works.

• The viewing platform will remain, and these works will free  
up the area next to the dam for potential landscaping by park 
management in consultation with the Cardinia Environmental 
Collation (CEC).

Environmental values 
Melbourne Water is committed to ensuring environmental 
values are protected and enhanced as part of these works. 

June and July 2021, Arthur Rylah Institute (ARI) for Environmental 
Research conducted an enhanced environmental impact assessment 
focused on lowering the water level. The final report (available 
online at www.melbournewater.com.au/beaconsfield-dam) 
recommends a slow draw-down of the water level over a three to 
five year period to allow the emergent and submerged vegetation 
around the reservoir’s edge to migrate with the changing waterline. 

The images below show how the emergent and submerged 
vegetation will grow as the waterline lowers over a five year period. 

The report outlines a number of recommendations to minimise 
the risk to flora and fauna, which Melbourne Water will commit to:

•  Before commencing works, a detailed ecological assessment  
of flora and fauna be undertaken. Field assessments have already 
commenced and will continue over the next 12 months.

•  Lowering the water level should occur over a minimum of three 
years. This will commence mid 2022.

•  Undertake to monitor impacts to biodiversity.

•  Collect seed from Swamp Gum and Green Scentbark in the first 
year of lowering the water level.

•  Before any ancillary works (access tracks), undertake spring 
targeted surveys for threatened species. Spring surveys are 
currently being undertaken.

•  Control all woody weeds. This will continue to be carried out  
by the CEC.

•  Repair the perimeter fence and undertake intensive deer control 
throughout the lowering of the water level.

•  If the wall is reduced, it should be assumed that frogs and skinks 
may be present in the rock wall, and appropriate care is taken 
when carrying out works.

Melbourne Water will continue working with the CEC to  
ensure that any works to the dam result in enhancements to the 
environmental values within the Beaconsfield Nature 
Conservation Reserve.

3 YEARS 5 YEARS

Do you know the  
difference between a 
Reservoir and a Dam?

Dams are structures that are built on a river in order 
to retain water for one or more specific purposes.  
A dam is a physical structure that retains water, and 
a reservoir is the water body that is created by a dam.

http://www.melbournewater.com.au/beaconsfield-dam


About Beaconsfield Dam 
The Beaconsfield Dam sits within the Beaconsfield Nature 
Conservation Reserve (BNCR) on the Haunted Gully Creek, 
located within Cardinia Shire, approximately 45km southeast 
of Melbourne. 

The reservoir is on-stream storage, with a local catchment area 
of around 334ha. It was constructed by the State Rivers and 
Water Supply Commission in 1918 as part of the water supply 
scheme for the Mornington Peninsula. Water was harvested 
from the Bunyip River and conveyed to Beaconsfield Reservoir 
by the Bunyip Main Race which was later supplemented by the 
construction of the Tarago Main Race. 

The reservoir was permanently disconnected from Melbourne’s 
water supply and distribution network in 1988, following the 
connection of Cardinia Reservoir. Beaconsfield Reservoir is 
operated by Melbourne Water, but is located on Crown Land 
managed by the Department of Environment Land Water and 
Planning (DELWP). The Cardinia Environment Coalition (CEC) 
manage the surrounding Beaconsfield Nature Conservation 
Reserve under an agreement with the Minister for Water. 

About Beaconsfield Nature 
Conservation Reserve (BNCR) 
In 2005, the state government gazetted the 172-hectares 
surrounding the reservoir be set aside as the Beaconsfield 
Nature Conservation Reserve to help conserve species of 
plants and animals that may be rare or endangered, contain 
critical habitat, or hold conservation significance. The BNCR 
includes a variety of vegetation listed as endangered, 
vulnerable, and depleted in Victoria’s east. 

This reserve is now an essential remnant of what was once 
common across the landscape, providing protection for many 
species. The CEC was appointed the Committee of Management 
for the BNCR in 2005 and continues to protect the environmental 
values within the BNCR. While the BNCR is closed to the public, 
occasionally, the CEC holds community open days and one-off 
events for groups, bushwalking clubs and field naturalist clubs. 

Bush fire risk 
Advice from DELWP’s Chief Fire Officer has determined that 
Beaconsfield Reservoir is not a pre-approved location for 
water pickup by firefighting aircraft. Cardinia Reservoir, located 
6km to the north and is much larger and safer to fill from. 
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ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITIES 

FOR MORE INFORMATION

To access the TTY and Interpreter Services
TTY 133 677
Interpreter 131 450 

www.melbournewater.com.au/beaconsfield-dam

Beaconsfield@melbournewater.com.au

131 722

2012–2021  
Design and environmental studies undertaken 

2016–2021  Consultation and engagement  
with active and interested community groups, 
including key government stakeholders and 
Traditional Owners 

2022  Community information sessions –  
March/April (TBC) Commence slow drawdown 
of water level in line with environmental 
recommendations

2025 
Commencement of upgrade works

http://www.melbournewater.com.au/beaconsfield-dam
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