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FOR GROWING POPULATIONS

INTRODUCTION
I am writing this submission as an individual member of the public. I grew up in Yorkshire, England
and first came to Australia in 1974. I have lived, for varying periods, in Sydney, Canberra and
Brisbane. Victoria has been my home since 1985. Having lived in Melbourne for sixteen years, I
moved to the south eastern shores of Western Port, in 2001. Now retired, I plan to live out my
remaining years in this beautiful part of the country, which I have grown to love.
I am making a submission to this Inquiry because I have an interest in the connections humans have
with the natural world, of which we are all part. Research abounds on how fundamental it is for
humans to remain connected with the natural world to be healthy in mind, body and spirit. I believe
we must ensure that future generations have easy access to the natural world and that we restore
balance in the complex natural systems we have so carelessly disrupted, degraded and destroyed.
This destruction has to stop and we need to work much harder to protect what remains, for our own
health and for the survival of our unique flora and fauna and the planet which sustains us all.
I made a submission to the recent Inquiry into Ecosystem Decline. This submission draws on some
of that material, which overlaps and is relevant to both Inquiries. In this field, everything is
connected to everything else. I hope the Environment and Planning Committee will consider the
input to both Inquiries as part of a much bigger picture of how we treat our urban environment and
the natural world as a whole.

CONTEXT
More than half the human race now lives in cities. Many of those people are losing any sense of
connection with nature. They live in tiny apartments, sometimes without even a balcony or view of
anything ‘green’.
Many city dwellers have almost no contact with the natural world in their daily lives. Visits to ‘the
country’ or the beach only take place on weekends or annual holidays. The impact of diurnal and
seasonal rhythms, the phases of the moon and the tides is muted to the point of irrelevance.
Children also have reduced access to the natural world, apart from their local park and possibly
visiting grandparents who still have a garden. It has been suggested that many young people are
suffering from Nature Deficit Disorder as a result of growing up in dense cities and spending their
leisure time in front of screens.
Maintaining contact with nature has proved even more difficult during the current pandemic, with
the Botanic Gardens, public parks and playgrounds closed. Community gardens have also been
closed so people haven’t been able to access their vegetable plots, which often help stretched
EnvInfrastructureInquiry

Page 1

budgets. There have been restrictions on the time which can be spent out of doors and how far
people can go to find somewhere to exercise or simply be in the open air. In the inner city
especially, small open areas and urban trails have been overwhelmed with walkers, joggers, runners,
cyclists and exercisers, all desperately trying to utilise their outdoor hour. More and larger open
spaces are needed to allow more open space per person. The pandemic has confirmed how vital
contact with the natural world is, especially when times are tough.
There is no doubt that most cities, including Melbourne, need better environmental infrastructure
and more public open space, as they continue to grow. People need ready access to parks, open
spaces, sports grounds, forest, bush and wildlife corridors, rivers and waterways. These are vital at
any time but we have realised that people will need access in the event of another pandemic or
something similar. Regulations need to be in place to ensure that any new development projects are
required to retain sizable open spaces with multiple potential uses. In the city, certain councils are
exploring closing roads and turning them into pocket parks as well as planting trees to increase the
‘urban forest’.
New South Wales has recently published (2020) a Draft Greener Places Design Guide. It seeks to
develop coordinated state wide action, setting minimum standards and targets, along with guidance
to support the implementation plan. The guide recommends that state government land is assessed
for opportunities to increase tree canopy coverage and that community tree planting programs are
established by local governments. In terms of providing access to parks and other forms of open
spaces the guide establishes six core criteria to help guide performance outcomes: accessibility and
connectivity; distribution; size and shape; quantity; quality and diversity.
The fundamental principle in the guide is to consider the range of recreation opportunities that
should be provided and then to identify the solutions for providing them within existing public open
spaces or in new parks and public spaces. The guide also includes recommendations and strategies
for preserving and improving urban bushland and waterways because urban habitat that is well‐
preserved, maintained, and connected contributes to making the state a healthier, more enjoyable,
and prosperous place to live. The draft guide could prove useful to the Inquiry as it considers
strategies for Melbourne and regional centres.
PRIVATE OPEN SPACE
So far, this submission has considered public open spaces in various forms. I would like to broaden
the discussion to include the role of private open space in the form of gardens. Gardens have long
been designed as restorative places, sanctuaries and retreats from the stresses of life – from great
urban green spaces such as Royal Park to the humblest suburban backyard.
For many working adults, pre‐pandemic, the lack of free time and water restrictions made
maintaining a garden very difficult. Lack of space, time, water and exposure to the gardening
experience, have all contributed to a perceived loss of interest in gardening in recent times and yet
gardening remains one of the most popular hobbies/recreational activities in Australia. As covid
restrictions tightened, people lucky enough to have access to a garden have discovered that their
garden and gardening have helped them through this time, providing benefits to their physical and
mental health and in so many other ways.
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Beyond the passive enjoyment of a garden, researchers have also studied the role of actively caring
for plants as a therapeutic and educational tool. Therapeutic horticulture and horticultural therapy
have become recognised treatments for stress and depression and have served as a healing aid in
settings ranging from prisons and mental health treatment facilities to schools and hospitals.
There is a great deal of research now available on the benefits of getting your hands in the soil,
nurturing green life and, in the process, providing nourishing, fresh food. Horticultural therapy
involves doing all those things, helping reduce blood pressure, improving flexibility and movement,
reducing stress and anxiety, improving mood and giving purpose to our days. The list of the benefits
gardening provides, to individuals and communities, is becoming longer all the time.
At a micro level, having hands in the earth involves contact with beneficial soil bacteria such
as mycobacterium vaccae, which researchers in the UK and US have linked to positive chemical
changes in the body and brain. The tests were first reported in scientific journals in 2007 and showed
that Mycobacterium vaccae affects the brain’s serotonin levels in a good way, making us feel
contented. Just being within breathing distance of the bacteria may be enough exposure to cause
positive brain changes. These benefits are not available from being in public places which don’t
involve direct contact with the soil. Decent sized backyards offer benefits that public parks, reserves
and other forms of public open space do not, including ensuring the well ‐being of pets and the
safety of small children to play independently.
Despite the increasing amount of evidence supporting the benefits provided by gardens, we have
become resigned to their wholesale loss as an inevitable part of the process of densification and
infilling. This is a world‐wide phenomenon in large cities, not just in Melbourne. High land values in
inner suburbs mean developers buy properties, pay for demolition and site clearance, redevelop and
build a huge house, multiple apartments or town‐houses and still make a worthwhile profit. Urban
sustainability runs a poor second to profit.
This is not simply a problem in the inner suburbs. In outer suburbs blocks have become smaller to
ensure ‘affordability’ and houses have become bigger, covering almost the entire block and reducing
sunlight and ventilation. There is no room for a shed, washing line, trees or water‐tanks, growing
vegies, playing games or any real contact with the natural world. Many people have adopted dogs
during the pandemic. I hope that they all have a back yard to play in and open spaces nearby.
Housing is increasingly seen as an investment and the investment is in the building not the space
around it. Home‐owners maximise their investment by ‘up‐sizing’ regularly to higher value property
in ‘better’ suburbs. They don’t stay long enough to bother planting anything which will be left
behind before it grows to maturity.
There is general agreement that we need to increase our housing stock, to house the predicted rise
in population, by increasing inner city densities and reducing suburban sprawl. Disappearing
backyards are seen as unavoidable collateral damage but this is not inevitable. Adjunct Professor
Tony Hall, of Griffith University, addressed the issue of disappearing backyards in his book, The Life
and Death of the Australian Backyard. He deplores the lack of appreciation of the environmental
and social role of suburban gardens and the absence of debate and concern at their loss. Based on a
detailed quantitative study, he discusses the nature, uses and meaning of the traditional Australian
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backyard, recent changes and suggests possible remedies. He argues that vegetation surrounding a
dwelling plays an important role for communities in microclimate, storm drainage and biodiversity,
irrespective of whether current residents use their backyard.
Of course, not everyone wants a backyard. With long working hours and commutes, a house is
becoming a place to sleep in, children play on computers in their bedrooms and many people don’t
want to spend weekends mowing lawns. This is undoubtedly true but there are disadvantages to
these trends which extend beyond the life of the current occupants. If future occupants want (or
need) to grow vegies, have space for play, shade trees, fruit trees, a worm farm or compost bins,
provide habitat for remnant wildlife or have an attractive outlook rather than an ugly fence, they will
find it impossible. Once the land is built on, it’s gone for generations.
The reality is that we don’t need to sacrifice backyards in order to reduce sprawl or increase density.
Evidence from Britain, provided by Hall, shows that densities of double or triple those found in
Australia can be achieved without losing usable backyards. He suggests solutions including changes
to planning codes on set‐backs and plot coverage and promotion of new, more sustainable house
designs reflecting Australian traditions and landscapes. He also suggests we have a debate on the
increasingly stressful lifestyles of city dwellers and commuters. The pandemic has brought this to
our attention very forcefully and many people now working from home have discovered, or re‐
discovered, the pleasures and benefits of gardens and gardening.
Respected planning academic, Michael Buxton, has recently released the research report, Growing
Pains: The Crisis in Growth Area Planning which considers the urban design flaws and planning
failures in outer growth areas. Its recommendations include:
‘The development and regulatory regimes in growth areas should be reformed to mandate the
delivery of solar‐oriented, environmentally sustainable dwellings, and to facilitate the development
of zero‐lot‐line, patio‐style housing in which private open space is agglomerated into useful garden
space, not disaggregated into side alleys and token landscaping’. (my emphasis)

Maybe this pandemic experience will encourage policy makers to ensure everyone has ready access
to some green space, especially in our increasingly crowded cities. Maybe access to a garden or
similar place should be a human right. Let’s plan to protect what’s left, before it is too late and our
cities fade from green to grey.
A BETTER FUTURE
What is emerging from the above outline of the current situation which could help us imagine a
better future?
The term ‘biophilia’ describes a sense of connection with, and respect for, plants and the natural
world. Some have argued that all humans once felt part of the world, intimately and deeply
connected with it and at home within it. Modern people may simply be rediscovering this ancient
bond. I would suggest that, as an integral part of the bio‐system, the value of involvement with the
‘green world’ to every human being is beyond question.
Significant changes are occurring in our responses to the green world. In our inter‐connected lives,
more humans now seem to understand that ‘everything is connected with everything else’ and that
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everything we do reverberates and has repercussions elsewhere in the system. More people seem
to be comfortable thinking and working within networks, webs and systems. We look out for
patterns and flows, we think about energy, growth and balance. There is an increasing sense that we
are a ‘part of’ nature, not ‘apart from’ it.
City authorities all over the world are already encouraging urban farms, roof and hanging gardens,
pocket parks, bee keeping, green houses, solar powered infrastructure, closed circle composting of
food waste, cycle paths, indoor or even underground hydroponic food production, conversion of
‘waste ground’ into productive patches, tended by local communities. The Age reported, on 10th
September, that a new ‘smart city’ in China is being designed to cope with a future pandemic. ‘Each
home comes with a large balcony to allow access to the outdoors and communal work areas big
enough to maintain social distancing. Vegetable gardens, greenhouses and rooftop solar power will
help residents maintain self‐sufficiency in the event of large‐scale disruptions to food chains and
electricity supplies’. It claims to be the beginning of a style of post‐COVID urban design in which
residents thrive “even in moments of confinement”.
Cross and Spencer, in their book, Sustainable Gardens, suggest that,
‘Gardening, like all human activities, has clear and measurable connections to global environmental
problems so every gardener can contribute to environmental stewardship.’ (My emphasis)
They argue that ‘Our gardens are a microcosm of nature’ and that ‘sustainable horticulture aims to
harmonise garden consumption with the cycles of nature and the other organisms on the planet.
Learning to live more sustainably, in an urban setting, is one of the greatest challenges of our age.’
Everyone with access to a patch of earth can make a significant contribution toward sustaining
biodiversity, ecological health and a variety of habitats.

A Future Vision
If we could take a peek into the future in Victoria, what might we see? Some of these ideas are
extrapolations of trends already being discussed, researched or implemented.
In the near future:
*People appreciate that they are part of the web of life and depend on plants for their survival. The
old hierarchy of humans first, then animals, with plants a distant third, has been consigned to history
and people have reconnected with the seemingly instinctive bond between humans and other life‐
forms, known as biophilia.
*People deeply understand that everything is connected with everything else and that everything
they do reverberates and has repercussions elsewhere. They are ‘a part of’ nature, not ‘apart from’
it. Access to the green world, particularly sunlight, fresh air and ventilation, is a priority and in many
places, a right. Sustainable methods of local food production have been refined, expanded and are
now mainstream.
*Children are the gardeners of the future. All schools have gardens of some kind and gardening is
embedded in the curriculum. Gardens are attractive and interesting places which children enjoy.
Gardens exist in a range of other settings including prisons, hospitals and aged care facilities
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*The ecological, social, aesthetic, spiritual and functional importance of gardens and their
contribution to physical and psychological health and wellbeing is well understood and
acknowledged in legislation, policies and planning processes. All new housing in the future has
access to usable gardens of some kind, whether private, communal or cooperative, on the ground,
on walls or on roofs. Urban farms and community gardens are common, allowing people to source
fresh food to supplement whatever they produce themselves. This has led to investment in new
technologies such as machines which harvest urine and faeces turning them into safe, rich fertilisers.
Councils reduce rates for properties producing food. Very little is considered ‘waste’.
*Permaculture principles, which emulate the way nature works, have changed people’s thinking
about their gardens, in terms of design, food production and sustainability. As well as food for
humans, these future gardens are created to provide food and habitat for other life‐forms, including
pollinators and seed distributors, bacteria and microbes which are all vital for sustaining life.
*Local plants, already adapted to specific local conditions, are chosen for their hardiness in extreme
conditions, including drought tolerance. Water use is minimised, recycling, conservation, no waste
systems and other sustainable practices are the norm. Trees are planted and nurtured. Gardeners
work with the seasons, nature’s cycles, local conditions and materials, taking full advantage of
whatever benefits those conditions provide. Hand tools have largely replaced power tools and
chemicals have been replaced by prevention and by biological and organic methods of dealing with
pests and diseases. By encouraging wildlife of all kinds into these future gardens, a more natural
balance is being developed, encouraging sustainable ecosystems and habitats.
*Gardens in this Victoria of the future are not only productive, but beautiful as well, The French
potager and English kitchen garden of the past showed ways of combining utility and beauty to
gladden the eyes and the soul. People still find pleasure in expressing their creativity in their
gardens and enjoying the results. Victoria is once again known as the Garden State.
*The philosophy of Voluntary Simplicity has become fundamental to people’s thinking about how to
live. It has been described as ‘an art of living that is aglow with the insight that just enough is
plenty’. It has been embraced as people have recognised that very little is needed to live well – that
abundance is a state of mind, not a quantity of consumer products. As Gandhi put it, ‘Live simply, so
that others may simply live’.
*In many jurisdictions, the status of natural communities and eco‐systems has changed from being
regarded as property under the law, to being recognised as rights‐bearing entities. This is a
flowering of work being undertaken today to establish a new paradigm to protect the natural world.
SUMMARY
I hope that I have demonstrated the value of private open space and the many benefits it provides,
not just for current and future owners but also for the community and the wider environment as
well. Protecting and enhancing gardens in urban areas should be part of any strategy for ‘greening’
cities.
What we do, or don’t do, today will have an impact on how we adapt and prepare for the challenges
ahead. We need a sense of urgency from government on changing legislation and overhauling
planning policies in order to deliver liveable, walkable and connected communities with jobs nearby.
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We need legislation and planning to address issues around climate change, loss of biodiversity and
habitat and the effects these are having on community well‐being or distress.
Governments must ensure that environmental needs are considered alongside economic and other
considerations when assessing new initiatives and projects and drafting legislation. They must
balance competing priorities and find ways to protect what remains and prevent further destruction.
Debate and decisions based solely on short term economic thinking need to be revised and reframed
for the future. It is time to prioritise the environment which supports all life. Without an
environment there is no economy.
Governments need to commit to ensuring that urban populations have easy access to the natural
world via public open space such as parks, reserves, remnant bush, wildlife corridors and waterways.
This commitment should be legislated and not subject to negotiation or exceptions (such as sand
mining in remnant eco‐systems and habitats).
Part of this commitment must be to protect and enhance the availability of private open space –
gardens ‐ which are a vital part of ensuring the physical and mental health and well‐being of urban
populations. These manifold benefits accrue to the urban eco‐system and to the whole community
not just to single households. Current policies of densification and infilling to minimise urban sprawl
do not mean that destruction of gardens is inevitable. Hall demonstrates how some simple
adjustments to planning regulations and a change of thinking by governments, planners, developers,
builders and real estate agents could ensure that a clean, green, sustainable and ‘liveable’
Melbourne and other rural cities, could be shining examples of Garden Cities in the Garden State.
I commend the Committee for undertaking this Inquiry on behalf of Parliament and trust that its
report and recommendations will be accepted and appropriate actions taken.
Anne Heath Mennell,

RESOURCES
I recommend that the Inquiry access the following resources which provide evidence‐based research
conclusions, data and perspectives which support my argument that private open space should be
an essential part of any future plans for environmental infrastructure.
Buxton, M (et al). Growing Pains: The Crisis in Growth Area Planning. Report for Charter 29,
reported in the Age, 22 September 2020. Excellent Victoria focused Bibliography.
Cross, R. and Spencer, R. Sustainable Gardens. CSIRO Publishing, Collingwood, 2009.
Hall, T. The Life and Death of the Australian Backyard. CSIRO Publishing, 2010
Myers, Zoe. Wildness and Wellbeing: Nature, Neuroscience and Urban Design. Palgrave Pivot, 2020
You may think that I’m a dreamer, but I’m not the only one …
John Lennon
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