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Submission to Inquiry into environmental infrastructure
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the critically important topic of
environmental infrastructure for growing populations. This submission is informed by a 20
year program of research into various aspects of Victoria’s approach to environmental
governance, its effectiveness, and what might be done better (Attachment 1. for details).
The overarching message is that: (1) Nature is Victoria’s ultimate infrastructure, and (2)
Victoria needs a systematic, coherent and concerted approach to the provision and
maintenance of this infrastructure.

The environment (and as a consequence environmental infrastructure) is in serious
decline, and transformative change is required
The Guardian newspaper reports that 64 leaders from five continents are warning that:
Humanity is in a state of planetary emergency due to the climate crisis and the
rampant destruction of life-sustaining ecosystems’1.
Importantly, the evidence supporting such warnings comes from the most authoritative
assessments available: it is not mere speculation by uninformed interests.
The Intergovernmental Science-policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystems Services
(IPBES), released their first major report in 2019. Their case for action is compelling:
Nature is declining globally at rates unprecedented in human history – and the rate of
species extinction is accelerating, with grave impacts on people around the world. …
The health of ecosystems on which we and all other species depend is deteriorating
more rapidly than ever2.
Furthermore, when the report was released in May 2019, the chair of the IPBES, Sir Robert
Watson said:
We are eroding the very foundations of our economies, livelihoods, food security,
health and quality of life worldwide3.
To address this decline, the IPBES conclude that ‘transformative change’ is required, which
they understand as a:
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Fundamental system-wide, reorganisation across technological, economic, and social
factors including paradigms, goals and values4.
Put simply, business as usual, incremental change, or even modest reform is not sufficient to
arrest and reverse ecosystem decline: transformative change is required.
The scientific case for action on climate change is equally compelling, with the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) concluding that:
Human influence on the climate system is clear, and recent anthropogenic emissions
of green-house gases are the highest in history. Recent climate changes have had
widespread impacts on human and natural systems5.
Furthermore, the IPCC state that:
Continued emission of greenhouse gases will cause further warming and long-lasting
changes in all components of the climate system, increasing the likelihood of severe,
pervasive and irreversible impacts for people and ecosystems6.
Credible evidence also demonstrates that Victoria’s environment is in serious decline, and
this has been known for a considerable time. For example, as early as 2002, the Victorian
Catchment Management Council (an independent statutory body which advises the
Victorian government on catchment management) concluded, in their catchment condition
report, that:
Our natural resources are under pressure and, in many cases, will not be not be
passed on to the next generation in good condition. … Under current resourcing and
management paradigms our efforts to protect and sustainably manage natural
capital are not keeping pace with the breadth of degradation symptoms depreciating
the natural capital base7.
More recently, the 2018 State of Environment (SOE) Victoria report, prepared by the
Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability (an independent statutory body with
responsibility for SOE reporting in Victoria) concluded that:
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Victoria’s biodiversity - the number of animal and plant species our environment
supports - has seriously decreased over the past two centuries. The loss has come
from land clearing, fire, pest plants and animals, land development, river regulation,
water pollution, and more recently, reduced resilience under climate change. Many of
our native species are now threatened, and native vegetation continues to be lost8.
Furthermore, the Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability found that “Most
biodiversity indicators are poor and trending downwards”9.
More immediately, while Victoria’s parks, gardens, waterways, wetlands, and other open
space are sources of considerable comfort to many Melbournians, and Victorians, during the
‘lockdown’ many of these pieces of critical ‘environmental infrastructure’ are in danger of
being loved to death.

Themes for consideration
This section outlines some themes which may be of relevance to the Committee’s
deliberations.
The appropriate framing of ‘environmental infrastructure’ is critical
As a starting point, it is useful to appreciate that the terminology of ‘environmental
infrastructure’ represents but one way in which nature can be conceptualised, as explained
in a recent article about the ways in which nature can be thought about in urban settings:
greenspace, urban forest, green infrastructure, or urban greenery10. Further, the specific way
in which ‘environmental infrastructure’ is conceptualised has profound implications for the
way in which it is governed.
At a fundamental level, the web of life makes human life possible and everything that
humans do (as individuals, employees of companies, consumers of goods and services,
members of a community, citizens of a state or country, members of parliament, and
inhabitants of planet earth) directly or indirectly has environmental implications – we are
part of nature and rely on it to survive. In effect, the web of life provides the fundamental
infrastructure that supports human life, livelihoods and wellbeing. Under such a frame,
Victoria’s environmental infrastructure includes:
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•

A safe climate

•

Flourishing biodiversity in healthy ecosystems

•

Healthy waterways and wetlands

•

Forested water catchments, etc.

While it is possible to think of specific parks, wetlands, or waterways, as discrete pieces of
‘environmental infrastructure’, such understandings can overlook that nature makes life
possible. Human life, and material wellbeing, is not possible in the absence of healthy
ecosystems: Nature is the ultimate infrastructure.
Further, if human societies are to flourish into the future, our social and economic systems,
and associated systems of governance need to be grounded in a foundation, which
appreciates the deep connections between humans and the non-human environment in
which we exist. For example, it has been suggested that it is useful to understand
biodiversity and nature in terms of ‘living with’ other people and species rather than nature
merely being the provider of ‘ecosystems services’11.
‘Excess land’ and ‘waste land’ needs to be reframed and re-imagined.
The way in which we think about ‘things’ and ‘spaces’ shapes how we see them, and what
we consider them to be used for. For example, it is only in the past 50 or so years that we as
Australians have come to think of whales as ‘something to marvel’ at, rather than ‘a source
of blubber’.
A similar shift in how we think about ‘creeks’ and ‘swamps’ is taking place across the
Melbourne Metropolitan area (as it is elsewhere around the world). In the not too distant
past Melbourne’s creeks and waterways were considered as little more than drains: a
convenient way to rid the city of waste. Thankfully, our waterways are being actively reimagined (e.g. efforts to transform Merri Creek12, Darebin Creek13 and other places like Stony
Creek in Melbourne’s west). However, much more work remains to be undertaken (e.g. the
lower reaches of Moonee Ponds creek are still largely concrete flood channel), and efforts
needs to be systematic and scaled up.
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We also need to think beyond waterways: Our rail corridors also need to be re-imagined.
While relevant authorities (e.g. Vic Track) can view such public land as excess to needs, and
better suited to selling off for residential development around ‘activity centres’, the
limitations of such an approach becomes apparent when rail corridors are thought of as
environmental infrastructure. In effect rail corridors can be biodiversity corridors, and should
be managed as such, instead of barriers being erected (in the form of buildings) our rail
corridors could be planted out to provide habitat, enhance the lungs of the city, provide a
path for active transport, and provide a place for immersion in nature (a good example of
informal space adjoining a rail corridor can be found at Cain Avenue, Northcote, on the
south side of the Hurstbridge rail line).
Even something as mundane as ‘nature strips’ can be thought of as environmental
infrastructure (as can other informal open spaces). It is established that council street tree
policy can influence what species make use of Melbourne’s nature strips14. Clearly, nature
strips are no longer just a place for utilities infrastructure, such as power,
telecommunications, and water, they also provide environmental infrastructure15. Private
land can also contribute to environmental infrastructure.
Increase resourcing for the creation, restoration, and management of environmental
infrastructure
Melbourne’s existing network of parks and gardens have undoubtedly made ‘life in
‘lockdown’ much easier to bear. However, in some respects our parks and gardens are in
danger of being loved to death – land is being compacted and ‘new’ informal paths created
as people endeavour to get ‘time out’ or much needed recreation – e.g. cyclists creating
their own single-track paths along waterways such as the Yarra River and Darebin Creek.
Importantly, like other forms of infrastructure, environmental infrastructure may require
maintenance (although it also needs to be recognised that nature can sometimes look after
itself, if we let it).
Further, given that the benefits that nature contributes to peoples’ wellbeing is increasingly
recognised in academic literature16, restoring degraded areas is no longer merely a ‘green
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fantasy’, and instead is a sensible way for improving peoples’ quality of life and sense of
wellbeing. The techniques of ecological restoration (including water sensitive urban design
and biodiversity sensitive urban design) and rewilding can be used to create new
environmental infrastructure or enhance the operation of existing environmental
infrastructure. There is also a need for the government to purchase private land and protect
it for use as environmental infrastructure (e.g. grasslands on the volcanic plains).
Therefore, given the demonstrated need for, and importance of, environmental
infrastructure, there would be merit in the Victorian Government establishing a statewide
program to assist park management agencies (e.g. Parks Victoria), local councils, and other
relevant bodies (e.g. Merri Creek Management Committee) to enhance their park
management efforts on public land. Such a program would be well-placed as part of
Victoria’s post-Covid 19 recovery, and ongoing, efforts, as it would: provide employment;
enhance the quality of Victoria’s critical environmental infrastructure (parks and gardens);
and assist in nurturing the connections people have with nature (as is recommended in
Victoria’s biodiversity strategy.
Ensure access to environmental infrastructure is equitable (and appropriate)
Access to the benefits of environmental infrastructure is currently unequal: some people
have better access than others. This is unjust. Further, the distributional effects of the
provision of future environmental infrastructure also needs to be actively considered, if the
gentrification effects of urban greening are to be avoided, and/ or managed17.
In addition, it is important that access to existing public land is not unduly restricted such
that a small number of people have privileged access (e.g. the example of the Northcote golf
club and the City of Darebin’s efforts to enhance access to this important environmental
infrastructure to a greater number of people). Conversely, it is also important that access to
some environmental infrastructure (such as protected water catchments) is carefully
managed to avoid or minimise disturbance.
Negotiate respectfully with traditional owners
In recognition that we ‘live, work and play’ on the un-ceded lands of Victoria’s indigenous
peoples, respectful relations with these people need to be established. It would be very
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useful for the Committee to consider ways in which this can be done in relation to
environmental infrastructure.
Consider the governance dimensions of environmental infrastructure provision
Given the potential effects of efforts to promote environmental infrastructure, it is
important that their planning and governance are carefully considered. Recent research into
the governance of four urban greening initiatives representing different scales, land tenures
and organising structures, found that there are diverse approaches to urban greening [and
hence provision of environmental infrastructure], and more ‘informal’ approaches should
not be discounted relative to more formal initiatives - a spectrum of approaches can be seen
as a strength18. Put simply, diverse forms of environmental infrastructure are required.
Further, in assessing the governance of these initiatives, it was found that the standards
against which initiatives are assessed should be tailored to their specific circumstances: good
governance of urban greening [and hence provision of environmental infrastructure] should
be both situated and principled.
Identify and address the drivers that degrade environmental infrastructure
For environmental infrastructure to meet the needs of a growing population, the drivers of
environmental degradation must be addressed. Table 1., adapted from a 2008 report
prepared for the Victoria Naturally Alliance19, provides a summary of some direct and
indirect drivers of environmental degradation.
Table 1. Summary of direct and indirect drivers of environmental decline
Direct drivers
• Changes in land use and cover
• Species introduction or removal
• Technology adaptation and use
• External inputs (e.g. fertilizer, pest control,
irrigation)
• Harvesting and resource consumption
• Climate change
• Natural, physical and biological drivers (e.g.
evolution, volcanic activity)

Indirect drivers
• Demographic factors: human fertility,
mortality and migration
• Economic drivers: production, distribution,
consumption, and disposal
• Sociopolitical factors
• Cultural and religious drivers
• Scientific and technological drivers

Ensure the ecological processes that underpin environmental infrastructure are sustained
Specific parks, gardens, wetlands, and waterways can only be sustained if the ecological
processes underpinning them are sustained. When ecological processes are degraded or
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destroyed, the environmental values that depend on them are also degraded reduced or
lost: for example, an urban woodland that harbours native plants and animals, and provides
a place for people to enjoy, can only continue to do so if the ecological processes that
underpin the woodland continue to be provided.
Integrated thinking and concerted responses are required
Integration (embedding the consideration of environmental objectives in non-environmental
areas/ sectors) is a key defining feature of sustainable development, with two dimensions:
•

Vertical integration (integrated planning and management across levels (e.g. statewide,
regional, local)

•

Horizontal integration (consideration of environmental infrastructure across
departments – e.g. Treasury, Victrack etc and sectors).

More integrated consideration of environmental infrastructure in public sector planning and
decision making is critical if Victoria’s environmental infrastructure is to meet the needs of a
growing population. Put simply, integration requires that the environment, and
environmental infrastructure, becomes visible, and relevant to, all areas of policy, planning
and governance: all Ministerial portfolios and associated departments need to consider the
importance of environmental infrastructure. In a practical sense, what this means is that
unused land along rail lines is no longer thought of as waste land to be sold off for residential
development (e.g. residential developments built on ‘excess’ public land along rail corridors).
Instead, such land could be understood as a critical link in a vegetation corridor.

Dr Brian Coffey
Vice-Chancellor’s Research Fellow
Centre for Urban Research, RMIT University
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