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Hundreds of hectares of multi‐functional open space waiting to be discovered
Dear Committee,
Thank you for the opportunity to share views, insights and experiences related to the provision and
preservation of open space on behalf of Greater Metropolitan Cemeteries Trust (GMCT). We are the
proud custodians of more than 600 hectares of culturally valuable open spaces from Healesville to
Werribee. I hope this feedback and consideration of the cemetery industry in general is used in
further consultation, the inquiry report and ultimately in the plans that will be developed to address
identified challenges. In addition to addressing the aims of the inquiry, the proposed suggestions will
assist in the transformation of perception of modern cemeteries from closed, taboo spaces to open,
multi‐functional community places.
Our key recommendations to the inquiry are:
1.
To include cemeteries in the planning system and future town planning as part of an
integrated approach to green and grey infrastructure to ensure the benefits they provide to the
community and their contribution to the open space network can be maximised.
2.
To reduce the red tape arising from land acquisition for cemeteries to a minimum to support
innovation and the broader aims of government to create healthy places.
3.
To support the efforts of GMCT in creating open spaces that provide multiple benefits to the
community.
This transformation is already underway and will result in greater recreational visitation of
cemeteries by the public and further investment by GMCT and its partners into this important
service.
The Greater Metropolitan Cemeteries Trust (GMCT)
GMCT was founded in 2010 as a result of amalgamation of eight cemetery trusts. GMCT covers the
north, west and eastern Melbourne metropolitan areas and today manages almost 400 hectares of
existing cemeteries and over 200 hectares of as yet undeveloped “greenfield” sites. GMCT maintains
over 20,000 trees and significant areas of bushland.
The GMCT has a clear vision and mission:



Our vision: Lasting memories, peaceful places.
Our mission: We provide the final care for your loved ones, with dignity and kindness. We
respect all peoples, our heritage, our communities and the environment.

We are driven by the concept “Looking back, thinking ahead: Public Cemeteries for a new
generation”1 and we recognise that we need to adapt to a new and changing future.
A number of GMCT cemeteries have been serving the local community for more than 150 years.
Today GMCT manages 19 sites and two greenfield sites allocated for cemetery use under the
Victorian Government Gazette (Table 1).
Table 1. GMCT sites across the Melbourne region
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Find out more about the GMCT vision in Looking back, thinking ahead.
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1. Altona Memorial Park

11. Northcote Cemetery

2. Anderson ’s Creek Cemetery

12. Northern Memorial Park

3. Burwood Cemetery

13. Preston Cemetery

4. Coburg Pine Ridge Cemetery

14. Templestowe Cemetery

5. Emerald Cemetery

15. Truganina Cemetery

6. Fawkner Memorial Park

16. Werribee Cemetery

7. Healesville Cemetery

17. Williamstown Cemetery

8. Keilor Cemetery

18. Yarra Glen Cemetery

9. Lilydale Lawn Cemetery

19. Plenty Valley – Yan Yean (greenfield site)

10. Lilydale Memorial Park

20. Harkness (greenfield site)
21. Footscray Cemetery (operated and
maintained on behalf of Maribyrnong City
Council)

GMCT is self‐funding, reports to the Department of Health and Human Services and is governed by
nine Trust members including a Trust Chair. GMCT develops and maintains its cemeteries through
the sale of rights of interment.
GMCT is strategically and organisationally well aligned to ensure that present and future cemeteries
can play a significant role in improving Melbourne’s liveability.
The significance and value of cemeteries
Cemeteries and memorial parks are significant areas of open space, distributed throughout the
Melbourne region. Although their primary purpose is to provide interment options, they can also
play a broader, integral, social, environmental, and economic role.
Strategic context
GMCT is committed to and has already made significant investments in the creation and
maintenance of public open spaces at no cost to the community in its existing cemeteries and future
developments. This is evident in its Strategic Plan, investment into The Future Cemetery research
project with University of Melbourne, masterplans for enhancement of key active cemeteries and
the upcoming release of the Expression of Interest for design of a greenfield memorial park at
Harkness, which emphasises community connections and multifunctional open spaces as key goals.
Cemeteries as open space
Open spaces are critical for providing healthy places for people, wildlife, trees, and plants. They
provide many functions including: improved physical and mental health and wellbeing, improved
community and social connectedness, opportunities for sport and recreation activities, preservation
of natural environments, climate change adaptation benefits, and urban stormwater management.
Cemeteries are embedded in the urban fabric across the city (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Location of cemeteries across the Melbourne region (data from the VPA open space data
set accessed on 28 September 2020). Note this map shows the location of GMCT’s and other
cemeteries.
As well as being distributed across the city, in some locations cemeteries make up a significant
proportion of the total open space. For example, in the City of Moreland, GMCT cemeteries amount
to 23% of the total open space available, and account for 26% of visits to open space (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Open space in the City of Moreland (left hand image), proportion of open space in different
categories (central image) and visits to cemeteries vs other open spaces (right hand image). Data
from City of Moreland and GMCT, National Park City mapping by Mosaic Insights.
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Cemeteries as multi‐functional spaces
The environment and tone people expect from cemeteries is changing. Movement from solemn,
serious spaces to relaxed, perhaps even celebratory and irreverent memorials is one example of the
shifting interpretation of how a cemetery should feel. GMCT has undertaken consultation with
people coming to its cemeteries to identify the types of activities they think would be suitable for a
cemetery space. A wide spectrum of activities was explored, from live opera to food stalls and ball
games.
Given the challenges facing our cities with increased density, urban sprawl and a lack of sufficient
open space to service that growth, single‐use public realm land is becoming less feasible.
Reinterpreting the role of cemeteries as open space has value in addressing this challenge more
broadly. Changing attitudes to cemetery tone and activities allows for this transformation.
Driven by the recent expansion of the Northern Memorial Park in Fawkner, Melbourne, The River
Red Gum development is a major current project that includes open space and wildlife habitat in its
scope. This approach is driven by the changing strategy within the organisation. The success of the
River Red Gum expansion is helping to shape the vision for the new greenfield memorial park at
Harkness.
Action GMCT has taken
Recognising the significance and values cemeteries can provide and being at the forefront of
innovating in our space, there are several GMCT initiatives completed and underway:








Recognising the role of cemeteries as important elements of the urban forest through the
Living Melbourne Urban Forest Strategy (2019).
Broadening the role of cemeteries through the development of the Emotive Landscape
Concepts2.
Contributing to active recreation by providing land in Fawkner Memorial Park to enable
Moreland Council to create a cycling corridor along a major transport path. This project is
part of a 20‐year effort to provide a complete cycling link from the CBD to Western Ring
Road in Craigieburn.
Commitment to providing quality public spaces, further enhanced by public art. Over the
years a collection of public art has been amassed and the organisation is currently
developing an Art Strategy, which will ensure that the collection is managed and developed
appropriately and will guide engagement with the art community in creating future art
events.
Planning for the largest cemetery expansion in over 100 years to create a place that will
deliver greater community benefits and create a new typology in cemeteries and the public
realm (Harkness greenfield site development).

GMCT as leaders
In the 19th century, new cemeteries were designed to provide much needed green open space for
increasingly crowded cities. They were the genesis of the first public parks in cities. It has been
globally recognised with the rapid expansion of cities and the influence of the current global
pandemic that cemeteries will again be crucial as open space.
Cemeteries are also significant tourism destinations. For example:
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The Emotive Landscape
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The ruin of St Andrews Cathedral in Edinburgh, Scotland is home to an expansive cemetery
Pere Lachaise Cemetery – Paris – the Tombe de Jim Morrison
Mount Koya3 ‐ a UNESCO designated site in Japan that is part of the international pilgrimage
site

GMCT recognises that internationally cemeteries are evolving and our aspiration is to establish a
new typology for cemeteries that understands, capitalises on and responds to the social, economic
and environmental challenges facing a modern day and future, urban Australia4.
GMCT has taken a proactive role in understanding the relevant international best practice and is
playing a key role in the establishment of the International Cemeteries Parks Committee as part of
World Urban Parks5.
GMCT is seeking innovative outcomes that address shifting attitudes for both memorialisation and
place making to create genuine local community assets that will develop and grow over a number of
decades.
Challenges and barriers
Unfortunately, the contribution cemeteries make to the provision of high quality public open space,
storytelling, history and preservation of wildlife corridors (and other benefits as above) is not well
understood by the public and often by other government organisations. However, the precedence
for such recognition exists. GMCT’s contribution to the provision of public open spaces has been
recognised in its membership in World Urban Parks in 2018, its foundational implementation
partnership with Resilient Melbourne in 2019, its engagement with the development of the draft
Metropolitan Open Space Strategy for DELWP and its ongoing engagement with Melbourne Water.
Melbourne faces several key challenges to ensure that green infrastructure benefits are derived
from cemeteries:








Cemeteries are currently planned and managed separately from the broader open space
network. Decisions around investment in public open space do not take the presence or
otherwise of cemeteries into account.
The present funding model is focused on cemeteries being a sole use function. There is
limited ability to plan, design and deliver broader open space benefits to the community.
Furthermore, the business model adopted by the industry means that the majority of sites is
developed over a 50 to 100‐year period and the major open space benefits occur as the
cemetery matures (a significantly delayed benefit). For example, the future Harkness
memorial park in Melton will only be of value to the community in 50 or more years, and
thus does not align with a sustainable approach in terms of green infrastructure and open
space for Melbourne, where the return to the community must be realised more quickly.
Cemeteries provide important open spaces for urban forest canopy, especially in the drier
western and northern parts of Melbourne, but the trees are at risk if demand for burial
space increases.
The role of cemeteries in enhancing and supporting the role of open space in cities is not
well understood.
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mount_Kōya
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018‐05‐07/changing‐attitudes‐to‐death‐can‐mean‐a‐new‐role‐for‐
cemeteries/9734268
5
World Urban Parks is the leading peak body for public space in cities
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The opportunity
The portfolio of GMCT cemeteries can play a significant role as multi‐functional green spaces that
will maintain and enhance the liveability of Melbourne as it grows and densifies as a result of
population growth and demographic change. We have three recommendations for the Inquiry to
consider:
1.

Include cemeteries in the planning system and future town planning

There is a burgeoning need for future cemetery land availability in metropolitan Melbourne. The
most important and significant step in this direction would be including cemeteries in the planning
system to ensure they are considered in a broader integrated green, blue and grey infrastructure
context. In other words, cemeteries should be considered in planning of other infrastructure, such as
public transport, cycling and pedestrian pathways, urban forest, parks, sports fields and waterways.
The carefully planned and managed distribution of cemeteries across the city would perform an
important role in city‐wide open space planning.
2.

Remove red tape from land acquisition for cemeteries

We need help in removing red tape from the process of land acquisition for cemetery use. Currently
cemeteries are constrained by financial limits as well as the lengthy approval process, which
undermines our ability to act quickly, negotiate effectively and compete with other uses.
3.

Support efforts for GMCT to create open spaces that provide multiple benefits to the
community

Under current regulations, should we find land surplus to our needs, any sale proceeds go to
Treasury, not back to the Cemetery Trust. We should be able to reinvest proceeds into land suitable
for interment use, as well as public open space and wildlife habitat. We need to be considered in
grant and funding allocations by State and Federal government, when relevant to provision of open
space.
I hope this feedback is helpful – I would welcome an opportunity to participate in any further
consultation on this issue.
Sincerely,

Dr Zhanna Sichivitsa
Chief Future Built Environment Officer
Greater Metropolitan Cemeteries Trust
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