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Introduction
The Friends of Merri Creek Incorporated (FoMC) is a volunteer community group, with
over 300 members. We have actively worked since establishment in 1988 to restore and
protect the Merri Creek, its environs and tributaries.
The core purpose of the Friends’ varied activities is to protect and secure environmental
infrastructure – parks, bushland and wildlife corridors along waterways to support and
enhance biodiversity. Indigenous flora and fauna communities, unique biological and
geological landscapes, significant Indigenous cultural sites, and historical features span
the length of the Merri Creek corridor - from rural Wallan, through the north growth
corridor and industrial and urban zones of northern Melbourne before joining the Yarra
River at Abbotsford.
Friends of Merri Creek host a calendar of community activities:






Planting, weeding and other ecological restoration
Monthly water quality monitoring at a series of sites.
Bird surveys at 10 sites, four times/year
Monthly litter clean-ups
Public walks, talks and tours

The Friends play an advocacy and support role by:
 Advocating for parkland creation, wetland restoration, water quality
improvement and protection of sites, species and communities of conservation
significance in the Merri catchment
 Campaigning against threats to the Merri corridor, including a freeway, a major
power transmission line, and toxic waste stockpiles
 Engaging in strategic planning and development approvals processes to protect
the Merri corridor and significant sites
 Providing six representatives, and currently three office-bearers, to Merri Creek
Management Committee.

2. Strategic planning for environmental infrastructure
2.1 Plan Melbourne
Environmental infrastructure is as important to a liveable city as engineered or built
infrastructure. It should be a structural component, based on physical and biological
features of the land, that shapes urban land use patterns. It should not be relegated to
left-over, or undevelopable land.
In our view, an urban open space network should have open space for nature
conservation as well as space for various forms of recreation. The conservation open
space is needed to protect endangered species and ecological communities, and
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provide safe places for wildlife including migratory birds, drought refuge habitat, land
for ecological restoration, and opportunities for urban residents to connect with nature.
There is an urgent need to plan and establish a conservation open space network
across the metropolitan region, including space for extensive revegetation, wetland
restoration and other habitat creation.
While conservation open space generally should not be ‘locked up’ and inaccessible
to visitors, it should nevertheless be protected from uses that threaten to degrade its
values, e.g. sporting and large public events, dogs off-lead, mountain and trail bikes.
The State Government’s Plan Melbourne 2017-2050 supports the need for conservation
open space. Outcome 6 of Plan Melbourne includes Direction 6.5 - Protect and restore
natural habitats:
“Melburnians are lucky to share their urban environment with an array of wildlife.
However, as Melbourne grows, habitat loss and waterway degradation can
pose a significant threat to native flora and fauna populations. As habitat
becomes smaller and more fragmented through development, wildlife faces
threats, such as lack of habitat to disperse to or barriers to dispersal.
There is a critical need to maintain and improve the overall extent and condition
of natural habitats, including waterways. Natural habitats need to better protect
native flora and fauna, enhance the community’s knowledge and acceptance
of wildlife in areas they live, enhance access to nature and recreational
opportunities across urban areas and make Melbourne an attractive place to
live and visit.”
…
Policy 6.5.1 Create a network of green spaces that support biodiversity
conservation and opportunities to connect with nature.” p.121
Unfortunately it seems that this policy was not followed through in the Plan Melbourne
Implementation Plan. We also question whether this policy is being implemented via
current strategic planning processes. Some examples are provided below (Sections 2.3
and 3). With the UN Decade of Ecological Restoration starting in 2021, it would be
appropriate to prepare and implement a strategic plan targeted at a conservation
network in Melbourne.
Recommendations for the Committee:
o

Ensure that Policy 6.5.1 of Plan Melbourne is translated into the Implementation
Plan and other relevant strategic plans.

o

Initiate a plan for a conservation lands network throughout metropolitan
Melbourne (across existing suburbs as well as growth areas), with an associated
implementation program, to include extensive ecological restoration as well as
protection of sites with high existing conservation values.
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2.2 Metropolitan Open Space Strategy
A metropolitan-wide overview is needed in planning for Melbourne’s open spaces. The
most recent strategy for Melbourne’s open space dates from 2002 – Linking People +
Spaces. Has any assessment been conducted of the extent of implementation of this
strategy? What impact has it had? A new metropolitan open space strategy has been
‘in the pipeline’ for years, but still has not been released or adopted. This is indicative of
the priority (or lack of) accorded to environmental infrastructure at the State level.
Recommendation for the Committee:
o

Expedite the adoption and release of the Metropolitan Open Space Strategy,
and allocation of appropriate resources in the State Budget for implementation.

2.3 Delays and obstacles to securing environmental infrastructure
2.3.1 Conservation reserves in Melbourne’s growth areas
Since 2009, FoMC has participated in the various stages of the Melbourne Strategic
Assessment (MSA) process under the national Environment Protection & Biodiversity
Conservation (EPBC) Act, relating to a major expansion of the Urban Growth Boundary
and planning for long-term urban development of metropolitan Melbourne. In our view,
this process has many serious deficiencies with regard to securing environmental
infrastructure for nature conservation.
The proposed growth corridors for Melbourne’s expansion contain:


high quality, species diverse remnants of endangered (i.e. threatened with
extinction) Natural Temperate Grassland of the Victorian Volcanic Plain in
Melbourne’s west and north, including important habitats for EPBC-listed species;



important remnants of endangered (EPBC-listed) Grassy Eucalypt Woodland in
the north, with iconic, centuries-old River Red Gum trees;



a network of habitats associated with waterways and wetlands across each
growth area, supporting rare vegetation types, Growling Grass Frogs and other
EPBC-listed species;



important habitat links for EPBC-listed Southern Brown Bandicoot in the southeast.

The Biodiversity Conservation Strategy (Vic. Govt Dept of Environment & Primary
Industries 2013) produced as part of the MSA identified 36 Conservation Areas within the
urban growth areas to protect matters of national environmental significance. The total
extent of proposed Conservation Areas was reduced by 35% between the draft
Biodiversity Conservation Strategy and the final Strategy by inviting the landowners to
challenge the original assessments. The ecological surveys used to support these
challenges were often inadequate, with not enough time devoted to assess the
vegetation or being undertaken at the wrong time of year. Since then, with approval
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from the Commonwealth Minister, over 377 hectares (over 9.4%) have been removed
from the 4,000 hectares of BCS Conservation Areas.1
Although Conservation Areas were identified in 2013, there has been very little progress
in establishing these. By 30 June 2017, (the most recent publicly available information)
only part of one Conservation Area had been secured, a total of 68.5 hectares2.
“The actual rate and pattern of development (habitat removal) and reserve
establishment is unknown, but will occur over many decades……
MSA funding will only be available to start securing and managing conservation
areas as development occurs and Habitat Compensation Fees are paid. DELWP
does not yet have access to all the funding it will eventually require to manage
all conservation areas.” 3
For the indeterminate period (probably decades) before each Conservation Area is
established, there is no obligation, legal requirement or incentive to undertake active
management to conserve the endangered species or communities being nominally
‘protected’. Instead landholders potentially have a massive financial incentive to not
manage native species effectively – i.e. the hope of being able to sell this land for
urban development. Without active conservation management, threatening processes,
particularly invasive weeds, predation and over-grazing are severely degrading the
condition of these areas. Over time, these processes will potentially wipe out the
endangered species/communities.
Two key commitments under the MSA to offset the destruction of listed endangered
species and communities in Melbourne’s growth areas are the establishment and
management of a 15,000-hectare Western Grassland Reserve, and a 1,200-hectare
Grassy Eucalypt Woodland Reserve by 2020. The legitimacy and effectiveness of offset
schemes is highly questionable, but in any case, implementation of these commitments
has been negligible. By March 2018, only 1,264 hectares (8.4%) of the grassland reserve
had been acquired by the Crown. No progress had been made in securing land within
the woodland reserve.
We note that the Victorian Auditor-General’s Office has recently examined DELWP’s
implementation of the Program and determined that these two key State conservation
commitments to the Commonwealth under the MSA had not been delivered.4

1

https://www.msa.vic.gov.au/regulatory‐requirements/conservation‐areas/approved‐boundary‐changes
Accessed 19/3/20).
2
Victorian Government Dept of Environment, Land, Water & Planning (2018) Melbourne Strategic Assessment
Progress Report 2016‐17.

3

MSA 2015 Ecological Forum: Information and Questions & Answers https://www.msa.vic.gov.au/publications

4

https://www.audit.vic.gov.au/report/protecting‐critically‐endangered‐grasslands Accessed 18 March 2020
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The endangered ecosystems that should have been protected are being effectively
destroyed twice – as their original site is developed and as the offset system has failed,
by not delivering the promised reserves.
2.3.2 Precinct Structure Plans
As a subsequent step following broad-scale structure plans for Melbourne’s growth
areas and the associated MSA process for biodiversity conservation, Precinct Structure
Plans (PSPs) are prepared and incorporated into Planning Schemes. Our experience
with precinct structure planning in the North growth corridor indicates a number of
failures with regard to securing adequate environmental infrastructure for these new
communities:


there is very strong pressure from landholders/developers to maximise
developable land for profitable uses – residential, commercial, industrial – rather
than environmental infrastructure;



open space corridors along waterways are reduced to the minimum required for
drainage and waterway management functions, without allowing for space
needs of the other values and roles of waterway corridors including recreation,
habitat protection and restoration, and space for managing risks of erosion and
channel migration;



there is little or no protection of sites of local or regional conservation
significance;



in precincts without Conservation Areas designated under the MSA, (i.e. sites
with nationally endangered species or communities), biodiversity objectives are
removed or overlooked, and no space is allocated for ecological restoration or
habitat corridors to bring nature back into the new suburbs;



natural wetlands are not protected; constructed wetlands are preferred that
occupy a smaller footprint but provide a smaller range of beneficial values (see
also section 3, below);



the absence of, or delays in planning for a regional open space network (see
2.3.3 below) mean that future urban structure in growth areas is being
determined by PSPs with different priorities, thus pre-empting an optimal
outcome in securing environmental infrastructure. 5

2.3.3 Greater Wallan‐Merri Park and the Suburban Parks Program
Friends of Merri Creek, together with Merri Creek Management Committee and Wallan
Environment Group produced in 2016 a visionary proposal for a Greater Merri/Wallan
State or Regional Park: a major park at a scale that conserves nature in the metropolis
and creates a green spine linking Wallan to inner Melbourne. This proposal (attached)
for connected parkland the length of Merri Creek provides for conservation of
endangered ecosystems, wetland restoration, protection of landscape features, water

5

These comments are largely based on recent FoMC experience with the Beveridge North West PSP.
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quality and waterway function, as well as diverse recreation opportunities for the
developing communities of the northern growth corridor.
Friends of Merri Creek welcomed the ALP 2018 election commitment to a Suburban
Parks Program, which includes creation of a new 2,778 hectare Upper Merri Park and a
feasibility study for a new Wallan Regional Park. We are hopeful that these parklands
will be similar in scope and extent to our 2016 proposal.
DELWP began planning to implement these commitments in 2019, however progress on
the deliverables in the Merri catchment is well behind the timeline. We understand that
the COVID-19 situation has slowed down many activities and processes, but this does
not fully explain the slowdown in delivery. A schedule issued by DELWP included
‘Identify land and boundaries for each park and draft plans’ by March 2020. As of late
2019, the Wallan Regional Park Feasibility Study by consultants was due to be
completed in early May 2020, but currently “is still in its early stages”. An email in July
stated “DELWP has been undertaking detailed project and resource planning for the
whole Suburban Parks Program and as such, our parkland planning has been paused.”
Meanwhile, options for regional parkland are being foreclosed through the Victorian
Planning Authority’s precinct structure planning process in greenfields growth areas. This
is occurring in the absence of the long-overdue Metropolitan Open Space Strategy to
provide a policy framework, as well as the lack of plans for the new regional parks.
Without lines on maps to delineate proposed regional parkland, the overriding pressures
in precinct structure planning are to maximise developable land. Three Precinct
Structure Plans (Beveridge North West, Wallan South and Wallan East Part 1) within the
investigation area for Wallan Regional Park are being fast-tracked as part of COVID
recovery stimulus. The regional park could end up as some fragmented patches of
open space comprised of undevelopable land, as the outcome of these planning
processes.
We expect DELWP to be proactively planning and securing a connected network of
quality open space in locations close to community and protecting ecological and
landscape values, not waiting for other agencies with little expertise in these areas to
first finalise future urban land use patterns. Regional parkland should be a structural
element in strategic planning for new suburbs.
We note that a successful process to establish three other regional parks (Clyde,
Kororoit Creek and Werribee Township) is well under way. This process was begun earlier
and is not part of the Suburban Parks Package. These parks require the acquisition of
private land, and consequently the State budget committed funds for land acquisition.
Public Acquisition Overlays have been introduced into the relevant Planning Schemes,
with the Minister for Environment as acquiring authority. We hope that a similar process
will be used to secure the Upper Merri and Wallan Regional Parks, as well as other
parkland in the Suburban Parks Package.
2.3.4 Marran Baba Parklands – a failed example of planning for environmental infrastructure
The Marran Baba Parklands, extending for 15km along the Merri Creek corridor from the
Northern Ring Road to Craigieburn Road East, was promised as some compensation for
the environmental impacts of the Hume Freeway-Craigieburn Bypass which was
6
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opened in 2003. A draft Concept Plan was released by Parks Victoria in 20066 but never
finalised. After years of delays, Parks Victoria released the Merri Creek Marran Baba
Parklands Strategic Management Plan in 2013. This high-level document is “primarily a
management plan for the state-owned areas of land” along the corridor. It fails to
address the major gaps in public land along the corridor, and implementation has
been negligible. Despite representations from FoMC at the time, parkland planning was
not extended upstream into the northern growth corridor. We earnestly hope that
planning and implementation of the Upper Merri Park under the Suburban Parks
Program, which includes the Marran Baba area, will proceed more rapidly and
effectively.
Because the existing public land along the Creek has not all been officially designated
as public open space despite being mapped as part of the Marran Baba Parklands,
there is a currently unresolved situation with a Melbourne Water property in
Thomastown, where the creek frontage land is already very narrow.
This land, at the rear of an industrial property in Trawalla Ave, is part of an original
floodplain reserve. Over several decades it has been improperly occupied, filled and
built on by the adjacent landowners, previous and current. Despite its modified
condition there is no reason it can't be ecologically restored, as has been achieved for
many formerly degraded areas along Merri Creek.
In mid-2017 Merri Creek Management Committee and FoMC objected to Melbourne
Water's application for a planning permit to remove the reserve status of this 'surplus'
land, as a precursor to its sale to the adjoining landowner. We argued that the proposal
was inappropriate for public land so close to Merri Creek, in places significantly closer
than 30m, and was contrary to planning policy. After Whittlesea City Council decided
in favour of issuing a permit the FoMC applied for a VCAT review of the case.
Before the VCAT hearing, FoMC and MCMC met with Melbourne Water to discuss a
compromise solution for this 'surplus' land. The FoMC proposed that the land be leased
to the adjacent landowner for a fixed period so as not to cause undue business
hardship. Then later it could be rehabilitated and revert to its original purpose as a
waterway reserve. Unfortunately no agreement was reached.
In July 2018 the Friends of Merri Creek appeared at VCAT and argued that the removal
of land from the Merri Creek corridor for industrial purposes is fundamentally at odds
with planning policy and compromises the planned future enhancement of this stretch
of the creek. This appeal was unsuccessful.
Since then the FoMC and MCMC have written to the Minister for Planning urging that
an alternative solution to the rezoning and sale of the land be sought, such as the
compromise to lease the land for a fixed period before it is rehabilitated and returned
to the public realm. The land needs to be rezoned to Industrial zone before it can be
sold; this is now in the hands of the Minister and DELWP.
Failing this, both organisations have asked that the anticipated rezoning of the 'surplus'
land be subject to a public planning scheme amendment and public hearing process,
6

http://friendsofmerricreek.org.au/wp‐content/uploads/2017/10/Newsletter_May12‐Jul12.pdf pages 4‐5.
Viewed 29 September 2020.
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rather than being fast-tracked by the Minister. If the latter occurs there'll be no
opportunity for public input on the rezoning. The original decision to declare the land
'surplus' was not a public process and Melbourne Water has not convincingly
demonstrated why the land is 'surplus'. This example illustrates how administrative
actions can undermine the integrity of environmental infrastructure.
Recommendations for the Committee:
o

Introduce measures to ensure that designated Conservation Areas in urban
growth areas are managed to retain their conservation values pending
establishment as conservation reserves.

o

Expedite action to establish the 1,200 ha Grassy Eucalypt Woodland Reserve
according to the commitment by the State Government under the MSA.

o

Revise guidelines for precinct structure plans to require:
- biodiversity objectives and requirements,
- protection of sites of local and regional conservation significance and spaces
for ecological restoration in public open space,
- habitat corridors as part of the metropolitan conservation lands network, and
- protection and restoration of natural wetlands
- waterway corridor widths, including any adjacent open space, that are
sufficient to provide high amenity, recreation and biodiversity values (including
habitat corridors) as well as managing any risk of erosion and channel migration,
and serving their drainage and sewerage infrastructure functions.

o

Expedite the completion of plans for regional parks in growth areas, and prevent
precinct structure planning processes from getting ahead of (and thereby
foreclosing options for) regional park planning.

o

Ensure that a funding commitment is secured in the State Budget, and Public
Acquisition Overlays are introduced where land acquisition is necessary to
implement the park plans in the Suburban Parks Program.

o

Prevent the sale of public land (including 115 Trawalla Avenue Thomastown) that
is within designated areas of proposed regional parkland.

3. Waterways and wetlands
Waterways and wetlands are key elements of environmental infrastructure. They
provide habitat, amenity, cooling, drainage and flood management, and water quality
benefits. When well-managed, they increase nearby property values. Their importance
as places for relaxation, respite, nature connection and informal recreation has been
highlighted by their enormous popularity during COVID-19 lockdown times.

3.1 Securing waterway corridors
Waterway corridors need space for multiple functions: recreation, landscape amenity,
habitat and wildlife movement, drainage, sewerage, flood management and
maintenance access. In existing and new suburbs, they need a continuous public land
corridor on both sides to fulfil these functions. In some locations in inner suburbs, old
property titles extend right to the water. In this situation, strong policies or statutory
8
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planning tools such as the Public Acquisition Overlay are needed to ensure frontage
transfer to public ownership when a property is being re/developed.
Securing the multiple values of waterway corridors in suburbs undergoing
redevelopment requires strong Planning Scheme protection from encroaching,
environmentally degrading, visually dominant or intrusive redevelopment. Such
controls, including height and setback limits, have been introduced and recently made
permanent along the Yarra River, but need to be extended to the Yarra tributaries
including Merri and Darebin Creeks, as well as other urban waterways which are
subject to similar development pressures.
In growth areas to the north and west of Melbourne, there are significant risks of erosion
and downstream turbidity when sodic and dispersive soils are disturbed during urban
development. These soils present major challenges for urban development and until
now have been largely overlooked. After significant rain events in recent years, water
quality in Merri Creek has been seriously harmed by high levels of suspended sediment
and turbidity. The effects of these events flowed from Donnybrook to the Yarra
confluence in Abbotsford.7 Waterways should be an attractive and valued asset to an
urban area, but there are real risks that erosion of both natural and constructed
waterways in new suburbs with dispersive soils will lead to the adoption of ‘hard
engineering’ treatments such as pipes and sealed channels, and soil conditions will
prevent the establishment of riparian vegetation in accordance with Melbourne
Water’s guidelines for waterway corridors in greenfield development areas. This would
indeed be a very poor outcome for future residents.

3.2 Securing natural wetlands
Natural wetlands are far superior to constructed wetlands on ecological and waterway
protection grounds. This is because most of the biodiversity of natural wetlands
(particularly the diversity of flora) and the production of resources for fauna, occurs
within the zone that is inundated when water levels are high and exposed when water
levels are low. In natural wetlands this zone of fluctuating water levels can be very wide.
In contrast, constructed wetlands tend to have steep banks and so the area between
the high and low water levels is often a narrow strip of limited diversity.
Many Victorian wetlands have been drained for agriculture, but they remain readily
restorable. This is not recognised in current strategic planning for urban development;
for example in the Beveridge North West PSP, urban land uses are proposed across the
drained Hanna Swamp.
Other existing natural wetlands are being lost. The first Annual Report (2018/19)8 on
Melbourne Water’s Healthy Waterways Strategy 2018 reports that in 2018-19,
“Three HWS priority wetlands have effectively been lost through direct impacts of
urbanisation. Thirteen other priority wetlands are at immediate risk of
degradation as these lie within active development precincts, and an additional
7

An erosion problem – upper Merri sodic soils. https://www.mcmc.org.au/information‐publications/older‐
news/853‐upper‐merri‐sodic‐soils. Viewed 13 September 2020.
8
https://s3.ap‐southeast‐2.amazonaws.com/hdp.au.prod.app.mw‐
yoursay.files/5815/8086/9737/HWS_progress_report2019‐web.pdf Viewed 27 September 2020.
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eight priority wetlands are located in areas designated for future urban
development and as such are at future risk.”
Recommendations for the Committee:
o

Ensure State Government support for the review and strengthening of statutory
planning controls to protect the waterways of northern Melbourne, including
Public Acquisition Overlay on private frontages, and mandatory height and
setback limits on adjoining development where required.

o

Prioritise investigations into the extent, risks and appropriate management of
sodic and dispersive soils in growth areas, in order to avoid waterway
degradation and significant impacts downstream.

o

Ensure that all natural wetlands in Victorian cities and towns, including drained
wetlands, are mapped and protected via strategic growth area planning and
as part of Integrated Water Management plans and Development Services
Schemes.

4. Increasing need for public parkland
As suburban redevelopment and ‘intensification’ reduces private open space (back
and front yards) and tree cover, there is a need for an increase in the area of public
open space (parkland). More public parkland is needed to replace diminished private
space in order to cater for outdoor recreation needs (both informal and sporting),
urban cooling, air quality improvement, food growing and wildlife habitat. There is a
growing realisation of the importance of bushland parks and waterway corridors as
places for children to connect with nature and be physically active through bush
kinders, nature play groups, school and family visits. Good access to all these types of
open spaces is particularly important in higher-density urban areas.
There are significant differences in the availability of environmental infrastructure
between different suburbs of Melbourne. Improvements in environmental infrastructure
should aim to provide greater equity of access to the benefits of having green and
natural spaces.
Increased use of urban parkland areas has identified pressure points in recent times.
Design and on-ground measures are needed to facilitate successful co-existence of
fragile ecosystems with passive and active recreation. The same spaces should not be
expected to meet both conservation and community recreational needs.
Dogs roaming off lead can harm flora and fauna – as well as vulnerable humans. Offlead recreation for dogs is important, but so too is protection for wildlife. Fenced areas
to protect creatures such as wallabies, as well as smaller plants and animals that can
easily get trampled will protect the diverse values of parklands.
The bush kinder movement is flourishing in Melbourne’s natural and restored bushland,
offering a rich educational experience for young children. Demand is increasing and
these places are fragile. Investment to identify and manage sites that are accessible
and resilient is a growing responsibility for parkland managers.
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That it is possible to feel remote and isolated in Melbourne’s bush parklands is a
testament to their complexity and beauty. Allowing their natural qualities to flourish will
enhance these qualities as well as ecosystem health, and enable all residents to have
local contact with nature, a vital contributor to mental health.
In view of the need to secure more environmental infrastructure, all public/State
government land that is deemed ‘surplus’ by the responsible agency, should be
assessed for its public open space potential (including value for ecological restoration)
before disposal. Land that adjoins waterways, contains remnant indigenous vegetation,
or forms a link in a broader open space network should be considered of regional
significance. FoMC has been involved in a number of campaigns to prevent the sale of
State government land along the Merri Creek for development. While the local
government authority may be willing to take on ownership and management
responsibility for such land as public open space, it is inequitable for the State to require
local ratepayers to pay to acquire it. Even at discounted rates allowing for the public
purpose, the expense is significant and those funds would be better spent on
ecological restoration and maintenance.
Northcote Golf Course provides an excellent opportunity for multiple use of public open
space in an area that is already under-served, and undergoing higher density
redevelopment with disappearing backyards. The existing narrow corridor of restored
bushland along the adjoining Merri Creek could be readily expanded into the golf
course, bringing wildlife back and allowing both children and adults to connect with
nature near home.
Recommendations for the Committee:
o

Through strategic metropolitan open space planning, identify gaps and
opportunities to rectify gaps in provision of opportunities to connect with nature,
particularly in areas undergoing medium/high density residential redevelopment.

o

Initiate a program supporting site-specific measures to resolve conflicts between
uses and values of environmental infrastructure, e.g. spatial or physical
segregation of wildlife refuges, children’s play and dog exercise areas.

o

Support continued bushland restoration and maintenance in urban areas, for
nature conservation, environmental education and children’s adventure play.

o

Revise government land disposal guidelines to ensure that sites are assessed for
public open space values and potential. Sites of regional open space
significance should be transferred to an appropriate management agency
without cost. Other sites that can serve local open space needs should be
offered to the local government authority at a significantly discounted price.

5. Resourcing of environmental infrastructure
Government reluctance to adequately fund the acquisition, development and
management of environmental infrastructure is a significant issue.
‘Securing’ environmental infrastructure includes the need to resource not only
acquisition and development, but also ongoing maintenance. Just like buildings, roads
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and other constructed infrastructure assets, green infrastructure deteriorates,
depreciates, and requires a schedule of maintenance.
Parks Victoria has been grossly underfunded for many years and cannot fulfil its
legislative responsibilities to protect and conserve our parks estate, including those in
urban areas. PV reserves along Merri Creek have expanding weed invasions. For
example, Friends of Merri Creek volunteers have been clearing woody weeds from the
Cooper Street Grasslands Reserve/Bababi Marning for years. A regular ecological and
Indigenous cultural burning regime that is necessary to sustain healthy native grasslands
is not implemented in PV grasslands reserves due to lack of resources. It is
understandable that Parks Victoria seems to be reluctant to take on management of
additional reserves without a corresponding increase in recurrent resources.
Volunteer community groups such as Landcare and environmental friends groups do
extremely valuable conservation land management and ecological restoration work.
The current shortage of Federal and State grants programs and resourcing for paid
support staff is severely limiting what these groups can do, and leading to burnout and
job losses in the sector. Reliable professional support for community groups can build
practical skills, ecological knowledge, community capacities and a sense of
custodianship for the sites worked on to benefit people and nature.
FOMC is fortunate to have a strong collaborative relationship with Merri Creek
Management Committee that sustains our volunteer efforts, unlike many other
community groups working to protect and manage environmental infrastructure. Lack
of staff support and funding opportunities reduces the capacities and energies of these
groups to deliver on-ground works. The sense of community and connection that
Friends groups engender through shared projects and participation in a social good, is
countered by burnout as scant resources are made to stretch far in the face of
seemingly insurmountable tasks, pressures from development interests and inconsistent
decisions by government and authorities at cross purposes with environmental
protection policy.
We believe that the resourcing of the existing, largely voluntary networks undertaking
substantial conservation land management and ecological restoration is clearly
inadequate. Paid workforces providing expertise and qualified staff to guide, inform
and support projects are scarce, and many jobs are short-term. Support of both
volunteer and paid workforce sectors will make future investments in environmental
infrastructure worthwhile and successful.
Short term, start-stop funding ‘initiatives’, for example for a three-year program for
weed control, do not recognise the dynamic nature of ecosystems, where threatening
processes require ongoing attention by trained, skilled personnel. The effectiveness of a
short-term pest plant or animal management program can be rapidly negated if not
sustained over the long term.
Recommendations for the Committee:
o

State Budget allocation to Parks Victoria for conservation land management
should be substantially increased, to maintain and enhance the ecological
health of reserves for which it is responsible.
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o

Continuing, accessible, professional/technical staff support is needed to sustain
the efforts of volunteer community groups that actively care for environmental
infrastructure.

o

Recurrent State government funding (ongoing) is required for programs to
manage threatening processes affecting environmental infrastructure.

6. Environmental regulation and waste management
A supportive regulatory framework is important to protect environmental infrastructure.
The new Environment Protection Act when in force will introduce the notion of the
General Environmental Duty of first: do no harm – a preventative measure – rather than
rectifying or cleaning up the harm after it has occurred. The licensing and tracking
systems will also be made robust to prevent the issues of stockpiling that have had such
impacts on community and environmental health through toxic waste fires.
Waste management is an issue that impacts particularly upon urban environmental
infrastructure. Litter washed down street drains to waterways is the most obvious
pollutant for most visitors to Merri Creek. Other contaminants in stormwater damage
waterway health. Commitment from all levels of government is required to deal with
waste and pollution.
Recommendations for the Committee:
o

Expedite the introduction of waste and litter prevention strategies through
circular economy principles, implementation of a container deposit scheme,
plastic bag and single use plastics ban and full implementation of the Australian
Packaging Covenant.
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Attachment: Proposal for a Greater Wallan-Merri State/Regional Park
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