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The Victorian Legislative Assembly Environment and Planning Committee received the
following Terms of Reference from the Legislative Assembly on 1 May 2019:
An inquiry into the current and future arrangements to secure environmental
infrastructure, particularly parks and open space, for a growing population in
Melbourne and across regional centres to the Environment and Planning Committee
for consideration.
Examples of environmental infrastructure of particular interest to the Committee
include parks and open space, sporting fields, forest and bushland, wildlife
corridors and waterways. The Committee is primarily interested in
environmental infrastructure that is within or close to urbanised areas.
Mildura Rural City Council Overview
Mildura Rural City (MRCC) is the largest municipality in Victoria, covering an area of
22,330 sq.km. Located in north-west Victoria, it shares borders with New South Wales
and South Australia.
The population of the local government area is approximately 55,000, dispersed across
isolated rural townships, horticulture dependent satellite towns and one central
regional city of Mildura township.
The township of Mildura is an important regional hub, due to the distance from other
regional Cities, Melbourne, and proximity to other states. Mildura Township is located
on the Murray River near its junction with the Darling.
Mildura has a typical mediterranean climate with dry summers and mild winters. This
climate and location make it an ideal place for sport and regional sporting tournaments
and events as well as the utilisation of environmental infrastructure such as trails, parks
and open space all year round.
The significant size of the river and its corridor is a competitive strength for Mildura and
provides a focus for recreation and water sports.
Mildura Township is a regional hub surrounded by the satellite suburbs of Irymple, Red
Cliffs and Merbein. Ouyen is the principal rural township in the south of the municipality,
and there are many other smaller settlements throughout the rural areas, including
Meringur, Werrimull, Cullulleraine, Koorlong, Cardross, Nangiloc, Colignan, Walpeup,
Underbool and Murrayville.
Many of the small rural settlements are relatively remote, with limited services. As
farms have become larger and are now being managed off-site, the local population
has become older and fewer.
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The main demographic influences affecting recreation and sporting participation are
age, gender, income ethnicity and education. The median age of people in MRCC is
40 years. Children aged 0-14 years make up 19 per cent of the population and people
aged 65 years and over make up 18.7 per cent of the community. The population
shows a higher proportion of school aged people than for Victoria, but a lower
percentage of young adults than Victoria.
As the proportion of older people increases, older people will need to be encouraged
to be active. Infrastructure that promotes non organised physical activity will be critical
in ensuring this is achieved. Specific examples includes trails, open space parks and
publically accessible fitness equipment.
The benefits of accessing and using different types of environmental
infrastructure
Environmental infrastructure is traditionally provided to the community at little or no
cost and is heavily subsidised by Local Governments. This creates increased social
inclusion by allowing people from different age groups, cultural and socioeconomic
backgrounds to access spaces and recreation opportunities.
Other benefits include the obvious improvements in physical health and wellbeing, as
well as improved mental health outcomes. The importance of providing varied
environmental infrastructure that caters to a broad cross section of the population
means that all people within a community have access to suitable infrastructure and
the health and well-being outcomes they provide.
Use of environmental infrastructure can help the community create meaningful
connections with places and a culture of valuing natural environments. They also
provide education opportunities for young people and the community and contribute to
ecosystem services.
The creation of integrated and well planned tracks and trails networks provide both
physical health and well-being outcomes, but also provide environmental and
economic benefits. Examples of these benefits include the reduction of vehicle traffic
by providing residents with the ability to commute into business districts utilising active
transports such as walking or cycling. Trail networks also creates tourism opportunities
for the region and promote and support economic development through jobs and visitor
spending.
The impact of population growth in Melbourne and regional centres on the
provision and preservation of environmental infrastructure
The declining population in remote areas of Mildura’s Local Government Area (LGA)
and physical isolation makes the investment in environmental infrastructure financially
difficult. The importance however of these types of infrastructure within isolated
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communities is now more important than ever. This infrastructure is often a central
asset within the community and provides significant social connection opportunities
and physical well-being outcomes.
Within Mildura, investment into environmental infrastructure to support population
growth is required. The cost to deliver and maintain these assets is high and restrictive.
This often results in poor outcomes for the development of these spaces.
Increased pressure on existing environmental infrastructure with more users comes
increased maintenance requirements and greater community expectation for provision
of high quality environmental infrastructure.
Loss of native vegetation (bushland and wildlife corridors) through development and
illegal clearing is an ongoing issue that needs to be managed effectively to protect
remnant vegetation from further impacts and fragmentation.
Differences in the availability of environmental infrastructure between different
suburbs and between different regional centres
In remote and rural locations the population is decreasing, however the need for
environmental infrastructure still remains as it provides social and environmental
benefits for isolated communities. The physical distance between major centres and
remote areas makes servicing these assets costly.
Council is currently developing a Public Open Space Strategy which is investigating
the availability and distribution of environmental infrastructure in the municipality to
inform future decision making.
The effectiveness of current legislation and planning provisions in securing
environmental infrastructure
Most environmental infrastructure in growth areas is secured by Council through the
Planning Scheme and supported by Development Contribution Plans (DCP). The
Planning Scheme requires subdivisions to set aside a portion of space for open space
and drainage, or in special cases, using public acquisitions. With both of these
mechanisms the onus is on Council to anticipate and supply for open space needs, as
such, challenges tend to result from delivery at the Council’s end, rather than on state
legislative conditions.
Both of these mechanisms have shortcomings. Council is currently using DCP’s
developed in 2005-2007 to support open space provision at a lower cost to Council but
must be implemented in response to development initiated by the private sector as
such there is often conflict between optimal open space outcomes and commercial
outcomes. For modular or interconnected spaces, open space development advances
at the rate of private development. This can result in long waits for key areas to be
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developed resulting in gaps in linear reserves. The long timeframe and many
stakeholders required to implement a vision can lead to diminished outcomes due to
policy or poor implementation of one or more components. DCPs are complex and
slow to implement, requiring planning scheme amendments. When market trends
change rapidly, DCPs are often slow to catch up, resulting in subpar outcomes during
periods of rapid growth.
Public acquisition of open space can be superior at providing master planned and
integrated outcomes as they depend less on extenuating circumstances, however they
come at a high upfront capital cost to Council and can lead to an adversarial, rather
than collaborative relationship with stakeholders. Public acquisitions are highly
dependent on strong political will and so are deployed rarely, only for big ticket projects.
The role of State Government in facilitating the delivery of high quality environmental
infrastructure in planning will involve ensuring DCP amendment processes are as rapid
as possible and well supported, with government planning staff on the ground in
regional areas to provide support. State Government can also play a role supporting
Councils in dealing with complex arrangements involving State Government agencies.
Existing delays or obstacles to securing environmental infrastructure
There is an ongoing issue relating to lack of funding. Council is responsible for funding
open space in new developments with limited resources.
Lack of community advocating for environmental infrastructure requires ongoing
community education about the benefits and importance of environmental
infrastructure. Decision making for securing environmental infrastructure is often
dependant on community input and advocating is therefore reactive.
Council’s historic provision of recreation assets has often been driven by community
sentiment, focused primarily on infrastructure that relates to organised recreation
activities. Greater community awareness and advocacy from all levels of governments
as to the benefits of environmental infrastructure with respect to community health and
well-being, economic development and environmental outcomes to drive and support
investment into these types of facilities is required.
Commercial pressure to diminish the provision of environmental infrastructure is an
underlying and ongoing issue that needs to be challenged by government on an
ongoing basis.
The impact of COVID-19 on the importance, use and design of environmental
infrastructure
The financial impact of COVID-19 will likely see a reduction in community members
participating in organised sporting clubs and events due to the cost. The need for
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infrastructure that provides free recreational opportunities is paramount and remains a
priority.
Tourism visitation is very significant to the Mildura LGA economy and accounts for over
229,000 visits per year, with an annual spend around $320M. With an expected
estimated 80 per cent plus reduction in visitation numbers, this could be as low as
46,000 for the next 12 months, with a corresponding impact of over $255M from the
region’s economy. The Mildura region stages over 100 events and festivals ranging
from civic, community, arts and culture, leisure and sporting events.
Approximately 22 per cent of events in MRCC are sporting events (Events Strategy
2025). In March-May 2020 alone, 12 annual sport tourism events were cancelled due
to COVID-19. Tourism Research Australia calculates the overnight regional Victoria
nightly spend rate of $172 per person per night to measure the economic impact of an
event. Based on previous year’s attendance figures, the four sporting tourism events
listed below alone, had a negative impact of over $2.5M on the Mildura economy.
Host Club

Event

Mildura Ski Club

Mildura 100 Ski Race

Mildura Rowing Club

Mildura Easter Rowing Regatta

$165K per year

Mildura Lawn Tennis
Club

Mildura Easter Tennis Tournament

$206K per year

Sunraysia Drag Racing Easter event
Club

Approx. Negative
Impact
$2M per year

$165,000 per year

Further investigation about the social impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic will be
required to determine the best way to provide and protect environmental infrastructure
into the future.
Anecdotal evidence of decentralisation from major centres to regional centres which
may result in more rapid population growth putting additional pressure on existing
environmental infrastructure.
A positive impact of COVID-19 has been the stimulus employment work force being
utilised in the MRCC municipality to assist in managing open spaces and parks.
Examples of best practice and innovative approaches to securing environmental
infrastructure in other jurisdictions
Case Study – Mildura Riverfront Stage 1
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The Mildura Riverfront Precinct is a key strip of land between the Mildura CBD and
the Murray. Following more than a decade of planning, feasibility and business case
developments, with extensive community consultation, MRCC established a broad
vision for both public and private redevelopment, into distinct precincts, defined under
three interconnected themes – river life, environmental management and the
industrial & social landscape. These themes are activated through a series of
interconnecting projects linking the CBD to the riverfront, through development of
specific cultural, commercial, retail, residential, transport, tourism, and parkland
components.
This project developed innovative approaches and strong partnerships that aligned
local, State and Federal Governments policy and priorities, to adopt a creative model,
enabling design flexibility that truly rewrote the rules on activation. It created jobs
and is the catalyst to unlock further private sector investment to enhance Mildura’s
future economic sustainability.
The $19.2M Stage 1 of the $222 million State significant project, was seen as a
catalyst to unlock further investment to enhance Mildura’s economic sustainability.
The first stage development of this State significant project has contributed to
increasing tourism visitation, spend and length of stay in the region, by providing
substantial improvements to and creation of new public use, open space areas. The
project has improved social inclusion and engagement and influenced community
health and wellbeing, through provision of new community facilities, activated through
a series of interconnecting links from the Mildura CBD to the Riverfront Precinct,
through provision of specific cultural, commercial, retail, residential, transport,
tourism, and parkland components.
The project has carefully integrated these project elements, to successfully connect
people and place to their environment, which in turn has driven community
behaviours towards improved liveability and contribute to building community
capacity.
The project is a strong contributor to our region’s values and sense of identity and
respects our history, landscape and diverse cultures of our people. The project
forms part of our Mildura Future Ready strategy, designed to create up to 1000 jobs
and inject $400M into our northwest economy, to strengthen future investment and
support the regional growth future of Victoria.
The project has demonstrated leading practice, in terms of its uniqueness of building
activation, rather than simply building infrastructure, by successfully integrating
project elements throughout the precinct, to connect people and place to their
environment. This in turn drives community behaviours around social connection,
activity and improved liveability from people from all cultures, who visit the precinct,
to meet up, exercise, watch events, or enjoy café’s and farmers markets.
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Project evaluations have helped better inform our future practice and to share some
of our key learnings, that:


Complex projects take a significant amount of time to get right, design should
not be rushed, with community an important consideration in the journey of
developing the vision;



Projects with an end goal of activation of a space, need to look beyond
construction based solutions;



Funding commitments prior to any detailed design work can be problematic,
especially in complex projects;



Contract reporting milestones from two tiers of government can sometimes be
challenging, or often misaligned, requiring different reporting methodologies
from LGA’s own financial systems;



Establishing a strong governance structure to oversee the project of this type,
enabled the ‘activate’ intent to not be compromised, through limitations to
replace core elements, which may have detracted from the overall goal.

Stage 1 was formally opened in November 2017 and has been overwhelmingly
embraced by the community, with significant increases in activation of events,
recreational activities and public usage. Council is currently progressing Stage 2
projects including the Mildura Village Square and Powerhouse Development funded
by Victorian State Government.
Case Study - Rio Vista Off Leash Dog Park
In August 2018, Council commenced the trial of a designated dog off-leash facility at
Rio Vista Park as a direct result of Community demand. This was MRCC’s first
designated Dog Park.
The site selected was a large grassed area close to the river and existing walking
tracks with infrastructure such as toilets and parking nearby. A rural style fence was
installed on one side of the park to form a barrier from the adjacent road along with
tables and chairs and a drinking fountain and rubbish bins. Although Community
Members had nominated a number of alternative sites Rio Vista Park was chosen to
take advantage of the associated infrastructure surrounding the park. The site was
managed by Council and was undeveloped. The sites preferred by the community all
had either land ownership issues or other planned uses identified.
Learning: The reasons for choosing Rio Vista park was never explained to the
Community advocates and although it turned out to be a very well thought out choice
having a clear and transparent site selection process would have given Community
advocates confidence in the site selection.
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Both survey and general community feedback on this trial indicated strong support to
make the site a permanent dog off-leash facility, however the feedback was also critical
of some elements of the trial site. The need for installation of additional dog safe
fencing and provision of infrastructure within the park featured repeatedly in the
feedback. Snake sightings became an issue in the summer months and although it has
caused some angst for users of the park it is not surprising due to the natural landscape
that surrounds the park.
Given the results of the trial and following the analysis of the feedback there was a
recognition that while the site had some real positives in terms of the location and size
of the area, there needed to be some additional work undertaken to upgrade the site
to ensure it met the needs of the users.
Learnings from this project include:


If people are passionate and vocal about a project get them involved and
utilise that passion to improve the outcomes.



There is more than one way to reach agreement. Be flexible, and if you want
community to have input then you need to be prepared to let them lead.



If you ask for advice/ input be prepared to take it. Trust is built when you listen
authentically.

The Rio Vista Off Leash Dog Park plan will now be delivered thanks to funding received
from the Victorian State Government.
Case Study: Ouyen Lake – Recreation Water for the Ouyen Community
The Ouyen Recreational Lake site is situated approximately 1km outside of the town
of Ouyen with an population of 1,082 (2011 ABS Census data), on the North West
Road, 100kms South of Mildura (53,036 population).
Ouyen is the largest township within the Mallee Track area within MRCC comprising
of several small towns with a combined population of 2,250 people. Ouyen Inc is the
recognised peak group of the Ouyen community. In accordance with their Business
Plan Prioritisation Framework 2011, a recreational lake for Ouyen was identified as a
project of substance and worth pursuing.
In 1998 the shift from a gravity fed channelling system to the Northern Mallee Pipeline
resulted in the decommissioning of Timberoo Lake Reserve. After 16 years of
attempting to return water to Walpeup Lake, the site was abandoned and other sites
where explored for potential development. The Old Ouyen Reservoir site was selected
as suitable for construction, as the site was a former Grampians Wimmera Mallee
Water Reservoir. The site is situated on crown land, north west of Ouyen, adjoining the
nearby golf and tennis clubs.
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Infrastructure outputs funded by State, Federal Government and the community
included: Lake Construction works, supply and installation of associated infrastructure;
Supply and installation of priority recreational asset infrastructure identified in the
Ouyen Lake Business Case attached (February 2014); including: Construction of
gravel road and footpath construction surrounding perimeter; Lighting and BBQ area;
Toilet amenity block, playground, Tree, Garden and materials plantings and provision
of power to the site.
Construction of the lake was completed in February 2018. The community has
continued to seek funding to develop the site into a valuable community asset. This
has included the installation of a floating pontoon, boat ramp, navigation aids, signage
and gazetting of waterway rules in partnership with Transport Safety Victoria’s (TSV)
which has enabled further visiting recreation water users to the community.
Economic Benefits
The Ouyen Lake will capture travelling tourism demand, retain and increase local
business economic benefits. The project has stimulated the local economy and
generated employment during construction and provided ongoing volunteer
opportunities.
Future projects including camping/overnight will generate higher use value for the lake.
This value would be in addition to the day trip benefits already calculated in the benefit
cost analysis of the Ouyen Recreational Lake Business Case. There is an estimated
recreational benefit of $1.7m over 30 years.
Health and Wellbeing
The Ouyen Lake provides a broad range of health and wellbeing benefits to the local
community through the diverse recreational and physical activities on offer. For
example, research undertaken for the Fisheries Research and Development
Corporation found that participation in recreational fishing generates a number of
psychological, physiological, and social benefits. Fishing also promotes general health
and well-being, reduces stress, and improves mental health.
A range of flow-on health benefits can be expected due to the impact on physical
activity amongst community members.
Social and Recreational Participation
The Ouyen Lake provides increased social and recreational activities for all members
of the community, particularly much needed summer activity choices for youth. With
the town working hard to maintain services due to population decline and
accompanying social adjustment, the lake will improve the liveability of Ouyen and
better engage community members, young and old.
Environmental Benefits
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Environmental benefits from establishment of a permanent water body include
providing habitat for native mammals, reptiles, fish, birds and macro invertebrates.

11

