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SUBMISSION TO THE LEGISLATIVE ASSEMBLY ‐ ENVIRONMENT AND
PLANNING COMMITTEE
Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations
I make this submission as a teacher of horticulture in the university sector (2011‐2018, with
an ongoing honorary academic affiliation), a vegetation management officer in local
government (2018‐present), and as resident of Melbourne’s inner eastern suburbs (most of
my life). The views expressed are my own and not those of any organization. They’re based
on my collective experience and observations of public open space provision and use across a
number of municipalities throughout Melbourne, rural Victoria, interstate and overseas.
They also reflect observations and data gathered in the assignment and research work of
several hundred undergraduate and postgraduate students in horticulture, environmental
science, and landscape architecture; extensive knowledge of academic and other technical
literature in the field of vegetation management; and discussions with expert colleagues over
many years. Where specific examples are cited in my submission, I sourced this information
from publicly available documents, or from observations made in my neighbourhood, (or in
other local government areas prior to COVID‐19 restrictions).

Public open space is essential to human health and wellbeing. In 2020, COVID‐19 Stage 3 and
Stage 4 restrictions restricted Melbourne’s residents to recreational opportunities within a 5
km radius of our homes, closed playgrounds and halted organised sport. This created a huge
upturn in more “passive” uses of open space. There were more people in parks and
reserves, on bike paths and in the streets.
With social distancing, the greater numbers of people using open space were more spread
out through the landscape, for instance, moving off paths and creating more pressure on
vegetated areas (in most cases, turfed areas, but also garden beds). Kids enjoyed time on
their bikes ‐ sometimes on paths, but I and others observed an unprecedented surge of
construction of bike tracks and jumps by younger users, or, just as often, by their parents.
Many nature play opportunities were developed. These range from cubbies made of tree
branches and brushwood (unfortunately, torn from trees in some cases); logs or branches
used for informal path edging repurposed as bike jumps; and swings, ladders and tree
houses/platforms that appeared in street trees, and occasionally, in park trees. Undoubtedly
councils across Melbourne will hold data on novel usage, and the work required to
manage/undo/repair it.
Climbing a tree used to be a common childhood pursuit, but for many children now, the
opportunities for doing so are limited at home because fewer people have climbable trees
on their properties. Many councils shy away from providing tree‐climbing opportunities in
public open space because of the risk to both the person climbing, and to the tree itself.
During COVID‐19 restrictions, with playgrounds closed for business, trees that provided
obvious opportunities were climbed, with some now showing signs of damage.
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The above examples demonstrate people’s creativity and wish to “be in nature” and we
assume people have the best of intentions when they visit parks and reserves.
What we see is that their love of using these spaces ‐ whether through overuse or
spontaneous/novel misuse ‐ may have significant impacts on the condition of more
vulnerable assets. If damage triggers the need for repair, some areas within parks may be
temporarily or permanently un available. Some members of the community don’t
understand that parks and reserves are vulnerable to overuse, or that vegetation can be
damaged by human interaction. Current behavior patterns may also demonstrate an
underlying assumption that the park is an extension of the back yard (with the landscape
manager responsible for taking care of it), and this challenge will only increase with
development that creates little to no private outdoor space. The “park as backyard” view
may be more likely for people whose properties abut open space.
We can use COVID‐19 treatment of public open space as a surrogate for greater usage of
open space by a growing population (in the absence of increasing the area of public open
space available).
The parks may be at risk, but potentially, so are the users and the owners/managers of these
spaces. We need to educate the community on an ongoing basis about the purpose of
particular landscape facilities (e.g. water sensitive urban design features such as rain
gardens), and why these facilities are not play areas. If we don’t, these features are more
likely to be repurposed in ways that the land managers find unacceptable, or that contradict
their primary function. Novel uses may present health or safety risks to users, and create
liability for councils.
Maintaining the health of our existing open space is just as important as providing spaces
that people can go to be healthy in. Identifying new open space opportunities through
redesign, new land acquisitions, and inter‐agency collaborations to deliver greening of
ancillary open space needs to be part of the solution to our growing population and new
housing arrangements. We need to acknowledge that some current modes of land usage
restricts or prevents access for others. The closure of Northcote Golf Course for play during
COVID‐19 opened this up as a passive recreational space ‐ originally by stealth, but now by
design ‐ for non‐golfing users. The community is asking for this space to be more accessible
to all in a post‐COVID world1.

How can we protect the open space we already have?
1. Look to increase opportunities for people to engage with nature, keeping in mind that
nature has to be protected from people loving it too much.
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https://www.theage.com.au/politics/victoria/locals‐want‐covid‐normal‐to‐include‐turning‐golf‐course‐into‐
parkland‐20200925‐p55zea.html
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We need to educate the public about why our public open space is important, and how to
reduce damage to these environments ‐ from people, but also from dogs and bikes. Clarify
areas where it’s appropriate for dogs to be off‐leash or for bikes to be ridden, and
sufficiently safe for children to roam unsupervised. Through enforcement and resourcing,
do our best to ensure the landscape does not become degraded to the extent where
significant repair or renovation is needed.
Some dog owners are oblivious to the purpose of a landscape, other than as a play space for
their pet, and don’t welcome feedback on their dog’s (or their own) behaviour. Park
managers are stewards of these spaces and their efforts to maintain high quality sites are
devalued when park users don’t recognise or respect this. Council resources are also
stretched when remediation works have to be undertaken on a regular basis ‐ and signage
may be ignored.
Ecologists talk about the carrying capacity of a population. We are yet to have this
discussion in the context of open space provision, but we need to. As a specific example, the
open space provision across Boroondara was 36.0 m2/head of population at the time
Boroondara’s Open Space Strategy was published in 2013 (595 ha for 165,277 people)2. My
reading of this is that through population growth, and without acquisition of new parkland,
open space availability has dropped to 32.8 m2/head (595 ha for an estimated residential
population of 181,289 as at 30/6/18)3. A 10% decrease over 5 years may not be significant
for Boroondara now, but could become so as the population continues to grow. This will be
magnified at a local level, where large developments are built in areas with known open
space gaps, or where land is permanently lost to major infrastructure projects. For
municipalities with smaller open space provisions, this pressure will continue to build,
particularly with large new apartment developments that house many people coming online.
If park renovation is needed, councils must be prepared to close parks or close areas of parks
for periods of time to allow them to regenerate naturally, or to be repaired. Buildings and
other facilities are closed for renovation or renewal, and public open spaces should be
viewed in the same way, with appropriate resources provided for repair. As an example, the
Children’s Garden at the Royal Botanic Gardens (Melbourne) closes for 8 weeks during
winter to allow for renovation and repair. In any municipality, landscape managers could
develop a renovation schedule for the park network, and for areas within any given park.
Time for planning this is critical. Areas that are too sensitive for high use can be identified,
along with any additional measures needed for their protection.
Develop naturalistic, permeable treatments for path networks through our open space to
support recharge of soil moisture. Make paths wider, where possible, to help protect
adjacent turf areas from compaction by foot traffic, while providing equitable access for all
users. Many councils still rely heavily on impermeable paving materials with high embodied
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Boroondara Open Space Strategy, 2013, < https://www.boroondara.vic.gov.au/media/file/boroondara‐open‐
space‐strategy‐2013.pdf>.
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Australian Bureau of Statistics Region Summary ‐ Boroondara
<https://itt.abs.gov.au/itt/r.jsp?RegionSummary&region=21110&dataset=ABS_REGIONAL_LGA2019&geoconce
pt=LGA_2019&maplayerid=LGA2018&measure=MEASURE&datasetASGS=ABS_REGIONAL_ASGS2016&datasetL
GA=ABS_REGIONAL_LGA2019&regionLGA=LGA_2019&regionASGS=ASGS_2016>
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energy (such as concrete), or provide no path surface treatment at all, which leads to
ongoing compaction and ponding of water due to reduced rainfall infiltration. Path users
walk to the side to avoid the puddles (often through plantings), thus increasing the zone of
soil compaction ‐ which is one of the biggest challenges to maintaining high quality soil
conditions that support root growth.
It’s essential to ensure continuity of a sustainable water supply (volume and quality), and to
understand where recycled water can be used without risking the success of the landscape4.
While landscapes can be transitioned to a lower water use future, shade provision is critical
for a liveable future in a warmer climate5.
Maintaining or improving tree canopy is an element common to all council urban forest
strategies. This is expressed in Plan Melbourne 2017‐20506. To deliver the required canopy,
integrate planning of stormwater harvesting programs with park usage data ‐ and look
beyond sports grounds7.

2. Make sure you understand the space you have now, how people use it, and
how to spread the load better across different park types.
Critical questions are:


Why are some open space areas used more than others?



What would it take to make open space that is not well used more engaging, and is it
appropriate to do so?



What does equitable open space use/access look like?

Understand the stakeholders who currently use open space areas, and those who might use
these spaces in different ways in future with changes to the purpose, design or perhaps
simply through changing hours of access. (This is one way that Northcote Golf Course could
continue to serve its primary purpose, and become a public open space.) Environmentally or
culturally sensitive areas, or those that present safety issues may not be appropriate for
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Hassanli AM and Kazemi F (2012), “An Investigation into the Tolerance and Sensitivity of the Adelaide
Parklands’ Landscape Plants to the Glenelg Recycled Wastewater”, University of South Australia.
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Plan Melbourne 2017‐2050, Direction 6.2 Reduce the likelihood and consequences of natural hazard events
and adapt to climate change, policies 6.2.1 Mitigate exposure to natural hazards and adapt to the impacts of
climate change and 6.2.2 Require climate change risks to be considered in infrastructure planning.
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Direction 6.4 ‐ a cooler and greener Melbourne, Policies 6.4.1 Support a cooler Melbourne by greening urban
areas, buildings, transport corridors and open spaces to create an urban forest and 6.4.2 Strengthen the
integrated metropolitan open space network.
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Plan Melbourne 2017‐2050, Direction 6.3 Integrate urban development and water cycle management to
support a resilient and liveable city.
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increased usage (e.g. near waterways). Review the success of all landscape renewal projects
in terms of usage, user satisfaction and planting success, to make sure you know how you’re
tracking. Both the planning and review phases sit as logical actions under Plan Melbourne
2017‐20508, the Local Government Act 1989, Victorian Charter of Human Rights and
Responsibilities Act 2006, and the community engagement policies of individual councils.
Inequities that exist in open space provision between municipalities are often historically
based. Older, inner suburban councils may have little opportunity to procure significant
additional space in a way that’s economically viable. Discussion is needed to explore how to
address the recreational needs of residents in these areas. It’s my impression that councils
like to “own” their facilities and spaces, but perhaps it’s time for us to take a “greater good”
approach, where open space adjoining local government boundaries is formally treated as
shared territory, with clear agreements for management responsibilities drawn up and
supported by the Victorian Government or a delegated partner organisation e.g. Melbourne
Water, Parks Victoria, Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning. This may not
address open space gaps that are more centrally located within a municipality, but it could
be a means of reviewing historic ownership arrangements to make sure they make sense
ongoing. Land managers recognise the commonality of our goals for the creation of liveable
cities, and a shared sense of responsibility can travel across traditional boundaries, if the
opportunities are actively sought.

How might we identify and provide new open space?
1. Identify opportunities for future open space provision


What significant land parcels are available for sale from any agency (government or
private)?



How do these match to identified gaps in public open space provision?



How do these opportunities and gaps match with what councils know about their
more vulnerable community members?

We expect an ongoing increase in the number of apartment developments, many of them at
large scale along transport corridors and near desirable shopping areas (e.g. new
developments near Camberwell Junction, along Camberwell Road). There are similar
examples in other municipalities (e.g. residential and serviced Sandy Hill Apartments in
Sandringham, Nest at the Hill in Doncaster).
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Direction 4.6 Strengthen community participation in the planning of our city, Policy 4.6.1 Create diverse
opportunities for communities to participate in planning; Direction 5.3 Deliver social infrastructure to support
strong communities, Policy 5.3.1 Facilitate a whole‐of‐government approach to the delivery of social
infrastructure; Direction 5.4 Deliver local parks and green neighbourhoods in collaboration with communities,
Policies 5.4.1 Develop a network of accessible, high‐quality, local open spaces and 5.4.2 Support community
gardens and productive streetscapes.
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How are councils providing additional open space to meet the needs of an increased
number of residents?

Many of these new apartment developments are high‐end, and purchasers likely have
opportunities for recreation beyond the open space they live close to.


What are we doing to provide open space opportunities for members of the
community who don’t have similar resources and opportunities?

Plan Melbourne 2017‐2050 9 identifies the value of having people live near where they work,
and recognises the need to build communities that are more socially diverse. Equitable
access to affordable and social housing across Melbourne is needed to achieve this10. In
some municipalities, this won’t be delivered easily, but it should be a goal for all councils to
provide some proportion of affordable and/or social housing. Provision of open space needs
to factor in the needs of less well‐resourced members of our community.

2. Review landholdings and management agreements for public open space
currently under lease to councils
Review areas of Crown Land managed by councils (e.g. VicTrack, VicRoads, DELWP) to
identify how to secure use for the long term, if not in perpetuity. Determine the most
appropriate use of this land (e.g. formal sporting areas, passive open space, biodiversity
areas) in consultation with the community, and ensure that maintenance agreements are
funded appropriately to deliver these outcomes.
Look for private land that could be purchased under a Victorian Government/council
partnership, or that could be leased from the current owner. Perhaps a holder of a large
area of land (e.g. an institution such as a hospital or educational institution) might be
prepared to sell part of the land and retain a small interest in the site, or enter into a long‐
term lease arrangement, if not sell the site outright. There will be creative solutions, but
they have to be developed collaboratively.

3. Actively seek opportunities for inter‐agency collaborations in ancillary
open space not managed by councils
Ancillary open space (e.g. corridors along railway lines) is used for passive recreation, and
presents opportunities for greening. Infrastructure upgrades allow the development of new
agreements/MOUs to document resource requirements and responsibilities for planting and
ongoing management. To use rail corridors as an example, the best outcomes will be
achieved by keeping driver safety, and worker accessibility and safety for maintenance in the
9
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Direction 2.2 Deliver more housing closer to jobs and public transport.
Direction 2.3 Increase the supply of social and affordable housing.
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front of our minds. We have to protect railway assets by ensuring vegetation is located at
clearance distances appropriate to its expected mature size. Residents and workers use and
view these areas in their day‐to‐day travels, and attractive, well‐maintained corridors meet
biodiversity goals, contribute to canopy cover and carbon capture targets, and improve
neighbourhoods. This is a stated objective of Plan Melbourne 2017‐205011.
If we’re serious about the need to create liveable communities, ancillary areas of open space
are a relatively untapped opportunity for investigation and costing. Adelaide provides an
excellent example of a State and local government partnership through the electrification of
the Adelaide to Seaford railway corridor; see
https://dpti.sa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/132733/COM199_Revegetation_project
_WKG_8.pdf.
Councils, State Government and public authorities (power, water, gas, rail etc.) must
develop a mutual understanding of asset renewal priorities and programs to gather the
greatest benefit from infrastructure upgrades, whether the project is of regional or local
significance. We really are all in this together as a broader community. We need everyone
on board to make the best decisions we can.
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Direction 6.4 Make Melbourne cooler and greener, Policies 6.4.1 Support a cooler Melbourne by greening
urban areas, buildings, transport corridors and open spaces to create an urban forest, and 6.4.2 Strengthen the
integrated metropolitan open space network; also 6.5.1 Create a network of green spaces that support
biodiversity conservation and opportunities to connect with nature.
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