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Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations
Thank you for the opportunity to respond to your inquiry, on behalf of the Friends of
Scotchmans Creek and Valley Reserve.
Our Area of Interest
Our area of immediate concern, lies in the City of Monash, in Melbourne’s South Eastern
suburbs. Scotchmans Creek is a small creek, tributary to Gardiners Creek and ultimately to
the Yarra River. It is however typical of the network of small creeks that wind through
Melbourne suburbia, and form an important element of local environmental amenity. Valley
Reserve is a small (15 hectare) bushland reserve in Mount Waverley. In 2020 Monash
Council designated Valley as a ‘conservation reserve’ in recognition of its indigenous
remnant bushland and overall high conservation values.
Our local experience as an organisation goes back almost 40 years, and covers a period when
Monash grew from a relatively open suburban environment with many undeveloped areas,
and low population density, to a much more intensely developed urban environment. The
population of the area now covered by Monash has grown rapidly over the period from
approximately 155 000 (2001) to 201 000 (2020). It is estimated that the population of
Monash will reach 249 000 by 2041.
Environmental Stresses due to Population Growth
Population growth, urban infill and densification have led to a number of environmental
stresses. In recent times, the tree canopy coverage across Monash has dropped from 26%
(1992) to 22% (2015)1 and continues to come under developmental pressure. This decline is
despite a substantial increase in canopy cover within public open space and waterway
corridors, indicating a high level of loss of tree canopy within private land.
Many suburban blocks which once held a single dwelling surrounded by treed gardens, now
hold two or more dwellings with very little open space around them. An example redeveloped
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block has changed from 30% impervious surface in 1992 to 70% impervious surface in 20152

The increasing population and decline in private gardens has led to increased demand for
quality public open spaces.
This has been exacerbated by the current Covid -19 pandemic restrictions constraining
physical exercise to local areas. The need for physical distancing has led to increased
pressure on existing open space. An observable increase in damage to vegetation and soft
pathways from foot and bike traffic indicates that currently available public open areas are at
their sustainable limits and need to be supplemented and efforts to upgrade management
supported.
Increases in impermeable surface coverage have put strain on stormwater systems and has
resulted in rapid runoff after rain events, increased erosion and local flooding.
Parks and reserves in Monash are not always well connected which has a negative effect on
local wildlife, which cannot readily move to seek alternative food sources or to colonise new
areas of opportunity. This lack of connectivity is being further exacerbated by the loss of
permeable space, mature urban trees and gardens within private land.
A result has been significant pressure on bird life with many iconic local native species (e.g.
Tawny Frogmouths, Currawongs, Butcher birds, Rosellas, Spotted Turtle Doves) which were
seen regularly in the neighbourhood in the past, in the last 10 years having now become rare.
Our two publications ‘State of the River’ (2019) and ‘State of Valley Reserve (2020) provide
more detail of the challenges local creeks and reserves face in areas such as Monash. These
can be found on our website: http://scotchmanscreekfriends.org.au/publications.htm.
Key Factors to Guide Environmental Infrastructure Management
We strongly advocate that Environmental Infrastructure management in the urban
environment is guided by a recognition that:
•
•
•
•
•

green spaces and access to them, are a necessary part of supporting the physical
and mental health of society
environmental assets need to be connected, not just small isolated pocket parks
parks and reserves are needed not only for sport and recreation, but to provide
areas for quiet enjoyment and contemplation,
Green areas and bushland reserves provide critical habitat for our urban wildlife
and biodiversity.
environmental open spaces provide a reminder of the land on which we live – its
natural values, indigenous peoples’ prior occupation and history of settlement.

Above all we believe that provision of environmental facilities and assets needs to be seen as
an integral part of urban development, and prioritised and funded accordingly.
Measures We Advocate
Funding:
Acquisition of land for environmental infrastructure needs adequate funding. Monash, like
many other Victorian urban areas has very high land values so there is an urgent need for an
2
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increase in the ‘Open Space Contribution Rate’ levied on subdivisions. High demand for
development in an area like Monash, despite high land prices, indicates there are sufficient
funds available in the development industry to sustain an appropriate increase in the Rate.
This of itself is likely to be insufficient for the purchase of addition land for environmental
purposes, so provision needs to be made at state and/or LGA level for funding to support
acquisition of land aimed over a period of time, at increasing tree canopy coverage and
environmental open space to an amount consistent with urban planning objectives (typically
around 30%). The opportunities for such acquisition match the rate of turnover of land
ownership in middle suburbs like Monash and funding need not be out of step with
community ability to fund.
Creek Corridor Management:
Melbourne has an appalling history of treating its natural waterways as convenient drains
(many are actually officially called drains). This has led to poor creek corridor management
focussed on flood mitigation, convenient drainage and often leading to creeks being placed in
barrel drains and disappearance of creeks underground.
Creeks need to be seen as a vital part of our environmental assets and funded and managed
accordingly. In Monash, much work has been done to rehabilitate damaged waterways, and
these provide a much used and valued public resource, however, much more could be done to
improve creek environs and ensure that creek corridors provide a continuous public pathway
(many creeks, including Scotchmans Creek, have stretches not accessible to the public).
Stormwater Management:
Much more effort needs to be put into mitigating the rapid runoff of rainwater. Stormwater
inputs to creeks need to incorporate water retention facilities to slow water flow. There needs
to be much more focus on reducing impermeable surface coverage in private dwellings, and
industrial/commercial developments. This issue could greatly benefit from greater education,
awareness and strategic implementation of water sensitive urban design principles. There are
also emerging technologies at the household level (such as smart tanks) that enable flood
mitigation without the need for major disruptive drainage works.
Planning Provisions
In the past decade Monash has seen a sudden increase in larger, multistorey developments
within residential suburbs including apartment blocks and commercial aged-care facilities.
We strongly feel that there is insufficient legislation, resources and capacity to ensure that
such developments are sympathetic and protect public open spaces upon which they abut.
Suggestions for improvement:
•

3

Planning application notices should be displayed within any public realms that the
development abuts and give a description that conveys the size, scale and function
of the development3.

Within our area a 3 storey, 126 suite commercial aged care facility described itself as

“construction of a residential building with associated removal of vegetation…” on a
notification, misleading the general public.
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•
•
•
•

•

Early council and/or community involvement to ensure such developments
understand and are sympathetic to neighbouring open space character and needs.
Longer assessment timeframes for councils and community to assess and scrutinise
the larger, more complex documentation associated with such developments.
Ensure VCAT members have sufficient understanding of ecological sustainable
development.
Availability of VCAT members with environmental science or ecological expertise
or possibly independent tribunal experts who could give evidence with respect to
impacts on public open space.
Decisions should give greater weight to local planning policies and the council
strategic planning vision for its open space areas.

Conclusions:
Rapid re-development in many areas of Melbourne is reducing vegetation cover, impacting
local fauna and flora, increasing pressure on existing open space areas, our waterways and
linear parks, and separating our communities from the natural environment.
The current Covid-19 pandemic has emphasised the public need for locally available open
spaces. Usage of local parks and reserves has dramatically increased during the current
lockdown, and this places strain on local natural areas. It is noticeable that usage of the local
bushland reserves and corridors is clearly much increased – they provide a solace from the
stresses of current times. It is also clear that we need more of them.
We perceive creating a better urban environment for a growing population requires:
•

•
•

A clear (State) government commitment to managing development (including
appropriate levies on development), with the environment front and centre of all
decision making
State and Local government commitment to funding for acquisition, management
and maintenance of environmental open spaces
A recognition, backed by legislation, by all levels of government, that
environmental facilities are not an optional add-on, but an integral part of a healthy
society.

Thank you again for the opportunity to provide this response.
Kind regards
Kallista Sears

President
Friends of Scotchmans Creek and Valley Reserve Inc.
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