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Legislative Assembly Environment and Planning Committee
Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations
Parliament House, Spring St
EAST MELBOURNE VIC 3002

28 September 2020

Dear Legislative Assembly Environment and Planning Committee Members,
Re: Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations
I am writing on behalf of the public space community advocacy group, Citizens for
Melbourne, in response to the State Government inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for
Growing Populations.
In recent years our cities, regional centres and towns have experienced rapid population
growth. Although COVID-19 has led to a recent slowing of this growth it has also highlighted
the importance of our public spaces and our environmental infrastructure. Our public spaces
are the lungs of our cities, our towns and our countryside—they give us room to breathe. This
remains true during a pandemic and beyond it. Public space helps sustain our cities, our
towns and our suburbs, socially and environmentally.
UN-Habitat’s Charter of Public Space defines public space as follows:
Public spaces are all places publicly owned or of public use, accessible and enjoyable
by all for free and without a profit motive. Public spaces are a key element of
individual and social well-being, the places of a community’s collective life,
expressions of the diversity of their common natural and cultural richness and a
foundation of their identity.1
Developing our public spaces and environmental infrastructure contributes to many of the
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals including goals focused on health and well-

1

UN-Habitat, “Annexe 1: Charter of Public Space”, Global Public Space Toolkit: From Global Principles to Local
Policies and Practice, 2015. pp. 116-121.
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being, sustainable cities and communities, climate action and life below the water and on
the land.2
Public spaces and environmental infrastructure:
•

Impact positively on the health and well-being of the community.

•

Increase environmental sustainability and resiliency.

•

Increase biodiversity and mitigate urban heat effects.

•

Allow respite from the bustle and noise of the city and urban environments.

•

Allow us to reflect on sustainability and heritage. Well-designed interpretive elements
associated with environmental infrastructure can communicate, creatively and
collectively, issues of sustainability, connection to country and Indigenous, colonial
and contemporary histories.

•

Enable community to come together socially and connect with friends and
neighbours regardless of socio-economic status.

•

Enhance the quality and character of a city or town’s urban form in an urban context
and the landscape in a rural context contributing to community identity.

•

Foster diversity, a sense of belonging and attachment to place.

As Melbourne continues to navigate the COVID-19 pandemic, it is clear that urban public
space and walkable streets have been vital to the wellbeing of individuals and communities.
The movement restrictions—which have been an important part of minimising the spread of
COVID-19—have exposed long-running deficiencies and inequalities in Melbourne’s planning
in relation to the availability and quality of public space across the city.
To ensure we have enough public spaces and that our environmental infrastructure is
sufficient to meet our growing needs we need to:
•

Plan for public space and environmental infrastructure. Comprehensive assessment is
required to understand where we need to provide more environmental infrastructure,

2

United Nations, “Sustainable Development Goals,” (https://sdgs.un.org/goals). See goals:
•
Goal 3: Good Health and Well-Being—Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages.
•
Goal 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities—Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient
and sustainable.
•
Goal 13: Climate Action— Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts.
•
Goal 14: Life Below Water—Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for
sustainable development.
•
Goal 15: Life On Land—Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably
manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss.
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enhance and supplement existing environmental infrastructure and identify the unique
requirements of each community.
•

Identify and develop new public space sites within our existing urban and rural
environments. Recent RMIT research shows that many Melbourne councils may
require more public space per person to enable physical distancing.3 This research
also finds that “suburbs with the least parkland were more likely to have apartment
living.” As our suburbs increase in density, we need to develop more public space to
address a community’s open space requirements. Councils in metropolitan
Melbourne are already looking at ways to turn underutilised road infrastructure and
car parking into public parks, squares and gardens. For example, the City of
Melbourne is turning at-grade carparking for 700+ cars at the Queen Victoria Markets
into a new public space. This new square will service the neighbourhood’s growing
population, increase biodiversity, help mitigate urban heat island effects and
contribute to the character and sense of place of the market and the local
community.

•

Tailor public space and environmental infrastructure to the needs of the community.

•

Network and connect public spaces and environmental infrastructure. Connecting
and linking public spaces allows them to be used by the community more flexibly—as
destinations, walking trails and cycling routes.

•

Put pedestrians and cyclists first. Our streets and footpaths are public spaces and a
significant part of our environmental infrastructure. Increasing the amenity of our
streets and footpaths by focusing on the pedestrian and cyclist experience enables
connections between our public spaces and fosters active forms of transport.

•

Plan for all abilities. Our environmental infrastructure must be designed for and
accessible to people of all ages and all abilities.

As a state, we must also expand our ideas around what public open spaces are and can be.
Tree-lined and walkable streets need to be included in our definition of environmental
infrastructure. They are important in many ways: mitigating urban heat island effect,
promoting walkability and active transport, promoting place attachment and a connection
to nature and providing wildlife corridors as vital habitat.

3

Rachel Eddie, “Park strife looms in suburbs where green space is in short supply,” 22 September 2020.
(www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/park-strife-looms-in-suburbs-where-green-space-is-in-short-supply-20200921p55xli.html)
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Alongside this, we must consider opportunities within our existing street networks to create
pockets of open space through parklets, plantings and thoughtful placement of public
seating and public art. Our suburbs and centres demand public spaces of different types,
scales and offering. Developing small-scale interventions within the public realm are
particularly important for the following reasons:
•

They are often cost-effective and can be made without land acquisition costs,
through a partnership approach between the Victorian Government, Local
Government and communities (indeed, the Victorian Government could offer grant
funding to facilitate and auspice these projects).

•

They complement larger open spaces like parks, by providing more reflective spaces
and increasing the diversity and amount of open spaces that are within easy walkable
access (typically considered to be 400m) of homes and businesses.

•

They provide opportunities for creativity and storytelling that imbue the public realm
with character and life.

In closing, urban public space is where we enact our citizenship and participate in urban life.
Public space plays an important role in terms of spatial democracy—our public spaces should
be accessible to all of the community regardless of social, cultural and economic status. In
addition, public space is where we connect with each other, socially. Public space is one of
the key urban elements around which we build community. We can see this in the success of
Federation Square, Perth’s Yagan Square and Sydney’s Green Square. These public spaces,
although very different in program and character, act as anchor points for the development
of community and culture.
Kind regards,

Tania Davidge
Citizens for Melbourne
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