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Friends Of Steele Creek (FOSC) is an independent, not for profit, community organization
devoted to the care and rehabilitation of Steele Creek waterway, its open space corridor and the
preservation of its Victorian Volcanic Plains flora and fauna. FOSC provides a practical way for
residents to be involved in protecting and restoring Steele Creek and its tributaries, and the
implementation of the Steele Creek Linear Park Master Plan.
We also have representation on the Board of the Western Region Environment Centre located
at Wyndham Vale 2015. We have constructive relationships with Melbourne Water, Port Phillip
and Western Port Catchment Management Authority, Hume, Brimbank and Moonee Valley
Councils (MVCC), Wurundjeri Narrap Rangers, the EPA Environmental Justice Australia
Since 2015 we have collaborated with Wurundjeri Narrap Rangers on the restoration of the Lily
St Escarpment in West Essendon. The escarpment overlooks the confluence of Steele Creek and
the Maribyrnong River. The site has registered, sensitive Cultural Heritage values and is located
within Parks Victoria’s Lower Maribyrnong parkland. Unfortunately, that project has come to
an untimely end due to Parks Victoria mandating changes to access agreements.
We also collaborate with Terminate Tullamarine Toxic Dup Action Group. In 2008 we achieved
closure of the toxic dump and we continue to advocate for the reuse of the toxic dump’s buffer
zone as public open space and rehabilitation of the site to the maximum extent achievable.
There is a large off site groundwater pollution plume spreading to the east, south east and south
west, and the level of toxicity makes the groundwater unfit for irrigating parks and gardens and
refilling of swimming pools.
We are also actively engaged in regional catchment issues and cross catchment collaboration.
With seed funding from Melbourne Water and further funding from the Helen Macpherson
Smith Trust, we worked with Dr Bruce Lindsay of Environmental Justice Australia, the Werribee
River Association, Friends of the Maribyrnong Valley and Landcare groups throughout the
Maribyrnong Catchment to initiate a community lead Rivers of the West Project. We submitted
our proposal, A new Deal for the Rivers of the West, to the state government in early 2018. In
August 2018

the state government established a Ministerial Advisory Committee for the

Waterways of the West. And we are still hoping to receive their final recommendations this
year.
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Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission. The key points we wish to cover are:
1. Community participation in the establishment and development and of parks
creates attachment and shared ownership of the parks, whilst providing
opportunities for the community to learn about the key role parks play in
maintaining and celebrating our unique flora and fauna.
2. The current Parks Levy and budgets and of State and Local Governments and their
statutory authorities, are far too lean to deliver the standard of parks our
community aspires to.
3. The generous funding available for active recreation has led to governments
locating football fields, cricket grounds, tennis clubs, bowling clubs on flood plains
and in park lands, simply to avoid the costs of acquiring land for those purposes.
4. The culture within Parks Victoria is biased towards tourism and therefore they
direct funding to parks with high tourism demands and neglect regional and smaller
parks, particularly those in the west and north west of Melbourne. Their inertia on
pest species control is staggering. We have also found their management hostile to
community involvement.
5. We believe the future direction for the development of cities and regional parks
requires:
i. Much greater funding from governments and their agencies.
ii. More collaboration with Traditional Custodians so that we learn to manage
our landscapes better e.g. a quicker up take of Traditional cool burn
knowledge based on understanding the landscape
iii. A quicker adaption of management practices to the threats posed by climate
change.
iv. More community education by governments and their agencies so that
residents can appreciate the beauty and unique native flora that support our
wildlife – including our urban wildlife; and support the implementation of
more biodiversity targets in existing parks, including sporting fields
v. Recognition of the role streets and nature strips can play in creating park
like suburbs and cities and cooler streets.
6. It’s time to redress the environmental injustice that communities to the North and
Northwest of Melbourne suffer.
Our communities have suffered
•

Adverse health and amenity impacts from heavy industry in the past, the use
of the creeks as drains instead of living waterways,

•

The removal of essential landscape features such as billabongs, ephemeral
and permanent wetlands and almost a complete lack of riparian vegetation
in our current urban streams.
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•

Inadequate provision of land to be set aside for public open space in state
and local Planning Schemes

•

The almost complete destruction of our Victorian Volcanic Plains Grasslands,
Woody Grasslands and Stream -side vegetation. Our easily accessible lands
that once stretched to the South Australian border, were quickly settled/
occupied and we lost 90% of our vegetation to clearing.

•

Even the regrowth forests in the central area are still threatened with
logging. We have been calling for the protection of 60,000 hectares of forest
across the Wombat, Wellsford, Pyrenees Ranges, and Mount Cole forests for
decades. The Wombat forest is the headwaters for the Werribee River,
Lederberg and Little River. The depletion of the forests in Macedon Ranges
and Cobaw Rangers means the headwaters of Jacksons Creek and Deep
Creek, the major tributaries of the Maribyrnong River, means water quality
is diminished throughout the catchment. Many communities in peri-urban
areas have no access to open space along their waterways.
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T H E

G O O D

The residents of Moonee Valley Council enjoy Steele Creek Linear Park, particularly during COVID
19 lockdown conditions. Children have “adventures,” walkers and cyclists share the path and all
enjoy its key feature - Spring Gully Reserve - as a chance to “feel like we are in the bush.”
Although the flood prone land adjacent to the creek was designated floodway and set aside for
public open space, it was ignored my Keilor Council and Melbourne Water for decades

SPRING GULLY RESERVE APRIL 1974

SPRING GULY RESERVE 2016
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The community declared the area a park and tried to preserve the 22 endangered species we had
present in an area on the east bank in the vicinity of Coughlan St Niddrie. Unfortunately the
Commissioners, operating as the newly formed MVCC, decided it was better to use the area for
housing. This was also facilitated by both Melbourne Water and Parks Victoria saying their land
easements were surplus to need.
It took 10 years of our advocacy to achieve the employment of a well-qualified conservation officer
and get a Steele Creek Linear Park Master Plan written. That’s when funding started to flow. Close
collaboration between FOSC and MVCC ensure that our Council’s budget, Melbourne Water grants,
and FOSC’s community grants from EPA and State government are targeted to achieve our agreed
objectives. In 2018 FOSC received a MVCC grant to employ Wurundjeri Narrap Rangers to carry out
a trial cultural burn in the grasslands we had established. The success of that initiative has led to it
being agreed as an ongoing management practice.

WURUNDJERI NARRAP COOL BURN -SPRING GULLY GRASSLANDS -26 APRIL 2018
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T H E

B A D

We have repeatedly tried to get the lack of open space in Airport West addressed. MVCC is now a
“middle suburb” and subject to more intense development. FOSC has not opposed greater density in
cities as it should have prevented more urban sprawl but it didn’t. We always advocated for
developers to set aside more open space. Deficient Planning Schemes prevented that. Instead we
now have more people using open space that was deficient for a smaller population. There is no
connection between Steele Creek Trail Keilor East/ Niddrie and Airport West. No attempt has been
made to provide a pedestrian subway under the freeway to create the link. A small section of the
Clydesdale Rd Drain has been day lighted and some sections have been revegetated. Stage 2, which
includes more planting and the capture and reuse of stormwater for irrigating the rugby ground in
A. J. Davis Reserve, is deferred until 2043. A large portion of passive open space in A.J. Davis
Reserve has been alienated to create space for the rugby ground. Why wasn’t land purchased to
provide the much need rugby field? The Victorian government gives out large subsides to councils
to assist with building sporting facilities but no funding for land purchases! They give funding for
refurbishment of buildings but not for replenishing parkland vegetation that supports urban
wildlife and attracts people to relax and enjoy parklands. That needs to change. State and local
governments must budget to purchase land for more passive open space, where we can create
sorely needed habitat for small woodland birds, and frog refuges. They must invest in landscape
scale, ecological restoration within our cities, with its multiple social, health and environmental
benefits
Just last year the Friends of the Maribyrnong Valley lead a successful campaign to prevent
Melbourne Victory establishing ten playing fields in their parkland.

The old billabong on the

western riverbank was used as a landfill in the 1950s/60s. The floodplain on thee eastern side of
the river is the Flemington Racecourse. The Maribyrnong’s floodplain in Aberfeldie is an athletic
track. No one proposes making inroads on the Royal Botanic Gardens yet local parks and gardens
and flood plains are constantly having sections repurposed.
Similarly Brimbank Council had an unsuccessful bid to use of Sydenham Park as a home for the
Matildas. Now they are proposing to use a grassland area for recreational use. It seems protecting
endangered species now down to 0.4% must give way to active recreation.
In MVCC we do not have enough public land to achieve the Urban Forest and biodiversity
objectives. Our street plantings are continually disfigured as power companies prune them to avoid
fire risk. Developers are not required to protect existing vegetation. Our tree canopy is reducing
year by year. Our residential electricity power lines are loaded with Optus and Telstra cables. Dr
Greg Moore former Chief Botanist at Burnley Horticultural Campus of Melbourne University has
presented evidence, in public forums, of research done by his PhD students. They proved that it is
cheaper, in the long term, to put suburban and rural power lines underground and let the trees

grow healthy canopies. Ultimately the canopy lengthens the life of road surfaces, as well as making
streets cooler. It would also create more attractive streets for pedestrians and create leafy green
suburbs all across Melbourne rather than just in wealthier suburbs. Imagine the carbon such trees
will store.
Furthermore Melbourne water’s capacity to develop very attractive riparian and streamside
vegetation is limited. The government continues taking a dividend from the corporation this in turn
means that the all levy we pay for waterway improvement is not made available. It is also used to
cross subsidise other government objectives. That needs to stop.
Much of our open space is under the control of recreation officers who have no training in
biodiversity values. Once urban planners get involved in park master plan process they concentrate
on design elements, i.e. excessive paving.
Existing sporting grounds can also play a role in achieving biodiversity and urban forests
objectives. Our streets can add to biodiversity objectives but ecologist does not determine street
tree planting. Many local types of council inflict great pain on our waterways. The autumn leaf
dump from deciduous trees starves waterways of oxygen and ruins the habitat for water bugs and
native fish. Our MV2040 Vision supports such an objective but unless we have more qualified staff
to lead such a programme it can’t occur. Rates capping and capital works priorities are severely
impacting council’s ability to expand their staff.
GELLIBRAND HILL WOODLANDS HISTORIC PARK MISMANAGEMENT
When this park was created the government stated it was to preserve a landscape that existed at
the time of colonisation and preserve the four endangered grassland present there. Constant under
funding of Parks Victoria undermines that objective. Currently a large section of the park is leased
to provide a home for retired racehorses. When you go to the site you are greeted by a volunteer
wearing a uniform with a Crown logo. That funding is then deployed by Parks Victoria to fund
Australian Volunteers to run a breeding program for the Eastern Barred Bandicoot. Surely we can
OD better than that. The racehorses are taking priority over the ecological values and reduces the
area for open space and passive recreation The adjacent suburb of Greenvale is constantly growing
That growing population needs access to local passive open space. Parks Vic.’s slogan is Healthy
Parks Healthy People. That’s not evident in the way Parks Victoria manages their estates in the
north west of Melbourne. Currently the Victorian budget gives 0.5% to the protection of our
National Parks we believe that should be raised to 1% of budget pa. Maybe then we can redress the
imbalance and over due works needed to improve parks can occur
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T H E

U G L Y

Brimbank Park used to have as staff of forty. They ran regular community activities e.g. possum
prowls, had an open, staffed, education centre where you could ask questions and view the exhibits.
That area is now a café. The beautifully carved, wooden relief - acknowledging Wurundjeri’s long
occupation of the Maribyrnong Valley - now has fridges in front of it! The park is infested with
weeds and rabbits. No community planting events have occurred for years.
FOSC received funding from PPWCMA for the restoring the denuded Lily St Escarpment. We
collaborated with Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung Narrap Rangers on the design, implementation and
monitoring of the project.
To protect Cultural Heritage values we used our funds to:
1. Erect a fence to prevent mountain bike riders riding through the site and causing erosion
gullies.
2. Planted very heavily in other areas to deter riders and walkers.
3. We employed the Narrap Rangers to act as Cultural Heritage Spotters during all planting
events and carry out all site preparation works
4. Narrap Rangers also lead cross - cultural activities at all community planting events.
That wonderful project was brought to an abrupt halt this year when Parks Vic. unilaterally
changed their access agreement. For us to continue with our project we had to immediately:
•

hand over all grant money for them to administer; and

•

tell our contractors to resubmit a tender to carry out the works, we had already
committed to in our Grant Agreement with our funding body.

Parks Victoria's justification was a reinterpretation of their role as land managers. They now claim
that as the land manager only they can employ and pay contractors. Yet every year we had signed
an agreement where we took sole responsibility and liability for any damages caused to the park by
contractors, our volumeters or us. Parks Vic. also prevented us from conducting cool burns, which
would have saved us the expense of using herbicide and regenerated dormant seed in the soil.
Neither FOSC nor Narrap would agree to these new terms. Instead we both sought and gained
approval from funding agencies to direct the funds to revegetation works along Steele Creek on
land under the control of MW & MVCC. (Please see Attachment 1 Letter to Matthew Jackson CEO
Parks Victoria) We are now improving biodiversity values within Steele Creek Linear Park by reintroducing seasonal wetlands/ Frog Bogs -one in Airport West and another in Keilor East. Seasonal
wetlands were once a common landscape characteristic of our volcanic plans.

9

CONCLUSION
To achieve the biodiversity values, reduction in heat island impacts and increase opportunities for
all age groups to have contact with nature, we believe there needs to be a fundamental change to
the budgets of state and local government and Parks Victoria. The state government must also
ensure there is appropriate training, leading to careers in caring for parks, landscape scale
restoration and preventing any further extinction of Australian plants and animals.
We need to create a heritage for future generations. We’ve lived off the Victorian era’s parks
heritage for too long. If we can’t do this now when there are grave levels of unemployment and a
climate crisis, when can we do it?

ATTACHMENT ONE

FRIENDS OF STEELE CREEK INC. A0031117T ABN 945 397 10877
https://www.facebook.com/FriendsOfSteeleCreekInc

Matthew Jackson
Chief Executive Officer Parks Victoria
Level 10,535 Bourke Street
Melbourne
Victoria 3000
19 June 2020

Dear Matthew,

Friends of Steele Creek will no longer be working at the Lily St
Escarpment in the Lower Maribyrnong Riverlands Park, West Essendon
and we have reallocated the grant funds to other locations in Steele
Creek valley.
Parks Victoria’s insistence that we transfer a portion of our community
grant funds to Parks Victoria to administer is a direct interference both
with the conditions of our grant agreement, and our autonomy. It was a
condition that was not flagged well in advance and imposed after you
had already supported our grant application and its existing conditions.
This direct interference with the autonomy and self-governance of our
group is also counter to Parks Vic’s public policy and statements of
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Parks,
“. the community should be placed at the center of Park planning and
management”
and
“Parks Victoria must undertake timely and inclusive engagement with the
broader community, community and Friends groups, and key
stakeholders to effectively support the preparation of its park
management strategies and plans and the delivery of its programs and
projects. In its engagement, Parks Victoria must have regard to the
principles set out in the Victorian Auditor-General’s Office publication
Public Participation in Government Decision-making (May 2017). 6.2
Parks Victoria must implement programs to involve volunteers in parks
and other areas which it manages?”
It’s difficult to see how your new arrangements, which have already
alienated us and two other groups that we know of, i.e. Wurundjeri
Narrap Rangers and Friends of the Maribyrnong River, facilitates those
commitments. It was our intention to start applying for Melbourne Water
grants, again over a five-year period, to establish seasonal wetlands
throughout the park and continue with revegetation of stream bank
areas. That project has also been abandoned.
The spirit of the grants we apply for, are to support the works of
community groups, they are not, as far as we understand, an opportunity
for government agencies to seek cross subsidization from another
government agency. When we accept the grant funds we take pride in
ensuring we get value for money, and we meticulously track every dollar,
file all receipts and present them in our final accountability report.
Given that community groups have public liability insurance, and in the
previous access agreements it was specifically stated that we are
financially responsible for the cost of rectifying any damages caused by
either our volunteers or contractor, this new requirement seems absurdly
legalistic. We are particularly skeptical about the reason given. In the
first phone call I was told, “it was because of the new Parks Act. “ We
sent a letter requesting a copy of the clause in the Act which mandates
that you are the only authority that can pay a contractor that comes to
work on your land. The second phone call I received simple said, “The
authority stems from the fact that we are the Land Manager. No one has
ever doubted or contested that. It is the unanimous view of our
committee that this is a new interpretation of the Act and we suggest you
review it.
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We are really very disappointed to be leaving our Lily Street Escarpment
Restoration project a year early and to loose the opportunity to Care for
Country in a unique area. It has been a wonderful experience working
with the Wurundjeri Narrap Rangers, engaging with the local residents
and the students from St Bernard’s College and Penleigh and Essendon
Grammar. One of the outstanding features of this process has been the
delight the community and students and teachers have expressed in
being able to engage with Uncle Dave Wandin and Wurundjeri Narrap
Rangers. The cross cultural activities run by Narrap in the past five years
have given us a deeper appreciation of the Cultural Heritage values of
the site, enabled us learn about Aboriginal Agriculture and embrace their
invitation to join in Caring for Country. We have also learned more about
our landscape and landscape scale restoration.
We also appreciated the support of PV’s officers Rodolfo Maia and
Louise Buggy. The way they engaged with the secondary students was
impressive and their assistance with our Sunday community activities
was invaluable. They participated fully in the project team meetings and
were willing to share ideas and learn from others. We were really
pleased when Rodolfo was able to have a Corrections Team deployed to
do a summer watering of the new plantings and that improved the plant
survival rate. We were dismayed to have this support discontinued
because Parks Victoria decided they would not pay a small fee
requested. That resulted in a 15 -20% increase in plant losses.
Finally, it seems to our management committee that the focus of this
new administrative decision is to create another internal position in Parks
Victoria’s head office, for someone to administer funds that we have
effectively and responsibly managed for years. Further more, we did not
appreciate that Parks Victoria also counted the in-kind of hours that we
generated and reported back to the funding body. The state government
needs to know how many volunteer hours are contributed. We believe
that having two agencies counting the same hours is misleading.
Should you wish to meet or discuss this matter I can be contacted by
email or phone.
Yours sincerely,
Helen van den Berg
Spokesperson Friends of Steele Creek
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