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1.0

INTRODUCTION

This submission is made by the Merri Creek Management Committee (MCMC).
We agree with the central tenant of the Inquiry that:
“In recent years, the rapid population growth of Melbourne and key regional centres
…… poses challenges to the preservation of existing environmental infrastructure.
Significant differences in the availability of environmental infrastructure also exist
between different suburbs and different regions. More recently, COVID-19 has
highlighted the importance of access to local parks, open space and other forms of
environmental infrastructure.”
We aim to bring to the inquiry salient aspects of our experience that relate to the establishment,
development and expansion of the Merri Creek Parklands network.
Fundamentally, we believe more environmental infrastructure is needed, both in the existing
developed areas of Melbourne and in Melbourne’s growth areas. This infrastructure should
form a linked network that functions well for both humans and nature. The lessons of the Covid19 pandemic should be used to inform updated guidelines for the provision and design of
environmental infrastructure.

2.0

KEY POINTS

In summary, the key points of our submission are:
1. The Covid-19 pandemic has highlighted the importance of readily accessible public
open space for Melbourne’s residents and the value of networked open space.
Planning for future expansion and improvements to environmental
infrastructure/open space must learn from the usage patterns and increased
needs deomonstrated during the Covid-19 pandemic.
2. The lack of a robust policy framework and delays in timely development and
implementation of strategies and plans are exacerbating inequities in access to open
space and inadequacies in the quality of that public open space.
The Metropolitan Open Space Strategy (MOSS) should be released as soon as
possible.
3. Resourcing of key planning and management agencies for environmental infrastructure
is inadequate.
Resourcing must be increased to the planners and managers of environmental
infrastructure.
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4. There is a glaring absence of pro-active leadership and coordination for the planning,
establishment and expansion of regional level open space.
An effective lead agency with responsibility for planning for regional
environmental infrastructure and open space and its implementation must be
identified.
5. Greenfields development areas are poorly serviced for timely access to regional open
space networks.
Provision of regional open space for growth areas should be fast tracked to
ensure early provision of regional open space to new communities.
6. Delays in provision of regional open space networks in growth areas limit the pace at
which ecological restoration works can be undertaken. These improvements benefit
both people and nature.
Ecological restoration of regional open space networks should be an integral
part of the early provision of regional open space to new communities.
7. It is vital that improved and new environmental infrastructure provides for both
recreation needs and protection and enhancement of nature and the planning for both
should be integrated.
The metropolitan open space network must provide for both people and nature.
8. Existing waterways and natural wetlands should form key components of
environmental infrastructure and a network of open space. Their planning must take
into account the needs of both people and nature. It should not be assumed that
meeting the minimum requirements for flood protection, stormwater treatment and
waterway health will meet these wider needs. Nor should constructed wetlands be
seen as a substitute for the restoration of natural wetlands.
Waterway corridors should be of a sufficient width to provide well-functioning
and resilient open space networks for people and nature.
The restoration of natural wetlands should be a priority.
9. Environmental infrastructure needs to be well maintained and for this to happen,
maintenance needs to be well funded. It is essential that funding for maintenance
keeps up with expansion in area and in quality of environmental infrastructure.
Maintenance funding for environmental infrastructure must be sufficient to
maintain a high quality network for people and nature.
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3.0

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

3.1

Merri Creek Management Committee

The Merri Creek Management Committee (MCMC) is an environmental coordination and
management agency established in 1989 to achieve a shared vision for protection and
restoration of the waterways of the Merri catchment.
MCMC is an incorporated association whose members include all of the municipalities in the
catchment, namely: the Darebin, Hume, Moreland, Whittlesea and Yarra City Councils plus
Mitchell Shire Council; the Friends of Merri Creek and the Wallan Environment Group.
Representatives of these member groups form a Committee of Management which guides the
MCMC’s activities.
The primary purpose of the Merri Creek Management Committee is:
“…to ensure the preservation of natural and cultural heritage, and the ecologically
sensitive restoration, development and maintenance of the Merri Creek and tributaries,
their corridors and associated ecological communities”
The key activities of the MCMC include:
o Coordinating the policies, works and activities of member groups.
o Carrying out revegetation and remnant vegetation restoration works at numerous sites
along the Merri Creek and its tributaries between Wallan and the Yarra.
o Providing environmental planning advice.
o Involving the community in managing the Creek and its parklands.
o Educating the community about environmental issues.
o Seeking funds and grants to support Merri Creek programs.
o Negotiating with government on key issues.
MCMC has an annual budget of approximately $1.3 million and employs 14 full time and 6 part
time staff.
3.2

Merri Creek and Environs Strategy

A key policy document for the MCMC is the Merri Creek and Environs Strategy’. The Merri
Creek and Environs Strategy is a document intended to give direction to managers of the
waterway corridors of the Merri catchment. As the title indicates, it has a strategic intent;
however it also captures some important, often site-specific actions, which underpin its
strategic direction.
All six Councils in the Merri catchment have formally adopted/endorsed the Merri Creek and
Environs Strategy at Council meetings.
The vision expressed in the Strategy is:
To achieve healthy living streams flowing through attractive environments which
provide habitat for native animals and are valued by the community as peaceful,
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passive open space havens. To protect the natural and cultural features of the Merri
catchment waterway corridors through sensitive management which will provide a
lasting benefit for the community.
3.3

Greater Wallan-Merri State/Regional Park: A living landscape for a liveable
Melbourne

MCMC’s vision is for continuous public parkland and a connected trail along the entire length of
Merri Creek. Merri Creek flows north-south through Melbourne’s northern suburbs and through
the Northern Growth Corridor. Almost all the catchment falls within the Urban Growth
Boundary.
Currently, the much loved Merri Creek Parklands and the Merri Shared Trail only extend along
25% of Merri Creek’s length, from its confluence with the Yarra/Birrarung to the Metropolitan
Ring Road. It is not possible to travel further north along the creek.
The Marran Baba Parklands, a concept for the section of the creek from the Metropolitan Ring
Rd to Craigieburn, makes up another 25% of the creek’s length. Much of its implementation is
still languishing, more than a decade after Parks Victoria first released the draft plan.
The other 50% of Merri Creek is waiting for the development and implementation of a coherent
park plan. To fill the gap, community groups and MCMC developed a plan for a Greater
Wallan-Merri Park from Craigieburn to Wallan a few years ago.
3.4

Delays in role out of suburban parks package

MCMC was pleased to see the state government’s suburban parks package identify a new park
for the upper Merri and a feasibility study for a Wallan Regional Park. However we are very
concerned about delays in these projects and the opportunities that are being lost due to these
delays. The Precinct Structure Planning (PSP) process has been fast-tracked for a number of
critical PSPs in the upper Merri and as a consequence PSP decisions are being made without
the guidance of a regional open space plan and without mechanisms for acquisition of land that
could make up the regional network.
3.5

Upgrades to parklands in established areas

In developed areas, the adequacy of the existing public land corridor along Merri Creek varies.
In places it has clearly been inadequate for the increased usage that has come with Covid-19
and will be insufficient to provide for future increased usage as the population increases.
There is a plethora of matters to consider including:
o The need for better planning tools to protect the Merri corridor from encroaching
re/development and its impact on amenity values and habitat provision.
o The need to achieve continuous public open space along the creek corridor. There
are still areas of private freehold, even in the inner suburbs.
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o The need for upgrades to the Shared Trail where it is overly narrow or in other
ways sub-standard.
o The need to plan for secondary paths to provide alternatives to the heavily used
main trail where feasible.
o The need to provide adequate access to the creek parklands and pedestrian
access across the creek.
o The need for additional space for bush kinders, nature play and other informal
nature-based activities within the Merri creek parklands.
o The need to improve all abilities access and information. There is no readily
available information on gradients along the Merri Shared Trail and suitable access
and egress points.
o The need to identify potential areas where the public land corridor could be
widened to provide for additional usage.
o The need to balance all improvements to public access and usage with the need to
maintain and improve the habtiat corridor that is at the core of the Merri Creek
parklands.
o The need to manage and plan for the impact of additional usage on revegetation
areas. For example during the Covid-19 pandemic, kids making cubby houses and
people creating new footpads though revegetation plots and new informal access
points to the creek, has had an unfortunate damaging impact. It highlights what
people like doing and the kinds of ‘bushy’ environment they like to explore, but it
also highlights the need for good, increased management of areas to minimise
impacts.

3.6

The Merri Creek experience during Covid 19

The Merri Creek Parklands in the inner suburbs have experienced a huge surge in usage
during the Covid-19 pandemic. They have been deeply appreciated as a place for exercise,
recreation, respite from indoors and contact with nature..
This high usage has highlighted the importance of the Merri Creek Parklands and trails but also
the inadequacies, e.g. sections of sub-standard trail and bridges that are overly narrow and
don’t allow easy distancing when large numbers of pedestrians, bicycle riders, joggers, and dog
walkers all need to use the same alignment. It has also highlighted opportunities, e.g. the
closure of Northcote Golf Course to golfers, and its opening for the general public has
demonstrated the potential that such spaces could bring to the Merri Creek parklands if multiusage or repurposing were an option.
Some examples of this usage are shown in photos on the following pages.

MCMC submission to Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure

Sept 2020

6

Photo 1. (below): Usage of a normally secluded part of Merri Creek Park, Northcote has
greatly increased during the Covid-19 pandemic. This is a secondary trail, not the main Merri
Creek Shared Trail which at this point is on the other side of the creek. Many walkers are
avoiding the Shared Trail because of crowding which is exacerbated where there is the lack of
space to step off the trail to achieve social distancing.
Note that all the trees and shrubs in this section of parkland are the result of decades of
revegetation efforts on an earthern levee bank that prevents flooding of the adjacent residential
area, demonstrating that barren, unattractive areas can be transformed into environmental

assets.
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Photo 2 (above): A new pedestrian bridge across Merri Creek in Northcote/Brunswick East
opened in mid-September 2020. It proved an instant success in providing access to new parts
of the creek parkland, including Northcote Golf Course (see photo below), for residents on both
sides of the creek and additional options for recreation.

Photo 3 (above): Informal public use of the Northcote Golf Course during Covid-19 pandemic.
The spaciousness of the golf course has been welcomed by many as a relief from the
busyness and crowds of the nearby Merri Creek Trail during the Covid-19 pandemic.
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