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The growing population and the peri-urban problem
I write this submission as a member of the BFS Landcare group affiliated with
the Geelong Landcare Network and Landcare Victoria. I live in a ‘peri-urban
zone’ once described as ‘rural residential’. Where I live at Batesford, west of
Geelong, I have seen over forty years its transformation from farms to ruralresidential, to ‘peri-urban’, housing estates. This area has remnants of the
threatened Grassy Eucalypt Woodland on the Victorian Volcanic Plain which
has over time, been cleared to allow for urban development in the region.
Inevitably we have been involved in combating a number of significant threats
to the environmental integrity of the area.
The peri-urban zone is a threshold, a transition zone or an interface between
town and country. It is also very much a contested zone, a place
where urban and rural mix, and are often at odds. The social composition of
peri-urban systems is very diverse and subject to change over time. Small
farmers, informal settlers, industrial entrepreneurs and urban middle-class
commuters may all co-exist in the same territory. They have different and
often competing interests, practices and perceptions and a predominantly
urban mindset.
If we look at the history of cities anywhere in the world they have grown
outwards and upwards exponentially and organically. Ninety percent of
Australians live in cities. This population inevitably spills in to the permeable
peri-urban zone, eating away at the fragile Australian ecosystems on the edge
of cities, hard up against forest, grasslands, woodlands, rivers and wetlands
and our agricultural food bowls. Sadly, since European settlement and the
depletion of habitat due to land-clearing, Australia continues to face a serious
extinction crisis which includes 30 native mammals. 4000 hectares of land
disappear for development each year in Victoria.
For cities to be liveable and sustainable into the future there is a need to
maintain the natural resource base and the ecosystem services in the periurban areas surrounding cities. Development of peri-urban areas involves the
conversion of rural lands to residential use, closer subdivision, fragmentation
and a changing mix of urban and rural activities and functions. Changes within
these areas, can have significant impacts upon agricultural uses and
productivity, environmental amenity, biodiversity and natural habitat, supply
and quality of water and water and energy consumption.
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The conversion or degradation of natural ecosystems in peri-urban areas has
the most obvious and immediate impacts on biodiversity, as we see buffer
zones and green corridors whittled away. In addition, human settlements and
development are often the entry point for introduced species such as rabbits,
feral cats and invasive weeds, which are a major pressure on biodiversity.
Due to the limited distance between edge and centre in peri-urban
developments, the naturalness of habitat in small and narrow fragments is
inevitably compromised by ‘edge effects’. Newcomers to peri-urban areas
need better education about their responsibilities to ensure that their pets and
their weeds are confined within the boundaries of their properties. Councils
need to have stronger regulations and laws to enforce cat and dog
management. Currently there is an enormous cost to native mammals from
widespread domestic cats and feral cats in huge numbers, and problems with
domestic dogs, either individually or in packs, killing both native and farm
animals. Coupled with this is the associated increase in rabbit harbour and
consequently significant erosion and degradation to surrounding land.
How does environmental infrastructure for growing populations fit in to this
picture ? While acknowledging the health benefits gained from encouraging
humans to recreate in nature, (somewhat like the Japanese have been
encouraged to ‘forest bathe’ or experience Shinrin-yoku, in national parks),
how can we also ensure the natural environment, the ecosystem and the
biodiversity it supports is protected and respected ?
Landcare and environmental infrastructure in the peri-urban
The Batesford Fyansford Stonehaven Landcare Group, (known as BFS
Landcare), has transformed from a farmers group combating the prolific and
invasive weed serrated tussock, into a small peri-urban group of volunteers.
Now our Landcare Group works with state and local governments, PALM,
People for a Living Moorabool, local groups, school groups, and the public. We,
protect and enhance what little remains of the native flora and fauna and
provide opportunities for people to connect with nature.
We have developed, and assist in the protection and revegetation of two
reserves in Batesford in conjunction with local Councils. The Moorabool River
Reserve with City of Greater Geelong, and Red Gum Reserve with Golden
Plains Shire. These are nature reserves and provide passive recreation . We
also assist with protection, revegetation and weed control in the privately
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owned and long established Dog Rocks Flora and Fauna Sanctuary which is
protected by a covenant with Trust for Nature. It is 83 hectares of remnant
grassy woodland on the edge of the Moorabool River biodiversity corridor. By
linking these reserves native species will be better able to move across country
and also adapt to climate change.
During the past few months the COVID19 regulations have changed the way
the locals are interacting with their habitat. Confined to working from home
and home schooling, they are starting to use and appreciate the various
reserves BFS Landcare has developed and protected with local Councils and
Trust for Nature. Although they may have moved to Batesford for its ‘sense of
place’ and the natural assets experienced through the lens of their home base,
they are actually moving around in the environment now and observing and
enjoying the natural world beyond their fence-line.
The change of pace and the necessity to exercise and look after their mental
health has meant that many have started to realize how valuable it is to have
this kind of environmental infrastructure. This does not mean that they will
volunteer with Landcare to assist us with our projects any time soon, but they
may in the future. It doesn’t mean that they will obey the signs to ensure their
dogs stay on leads, they will not litter and that certain areas do not allow bike
riding. It does not mean that they have much knowledge about the ecology of
the area but these experiences might trigger the need to now more. However,
providing environmental infrastructure requires sufficient funds to enforce
the laws around the abuse of it, to erect good signage to protect and inform,
and importantly to educate the public about its value in a holistic sense for
their health, their sense of community and connection to the natural
environment.
Across the road from the Dog Rocks Flora and Fauna Sanctuary is the Dog
Rocks Reserve. It is a well known landmark on the hill. An out-crop of ancient
Devonian granite owned and protected by Trust for Nature. We have noticed
an increasing number of people visiting this area for recreation. Unfortunately
some are treating it like a dog park allowing dog off leads to chase anything in
sight. This area harbours reptiles, birds and kangaroos. We are hoping that
Trust for Nature will soon erect more appropriate signs.
The small and precious Honey Woodland south of the Sanctuary is also part of
these remnant grassy woodlands, habitat for diverse flora and fauna. With
farmer Bill Honey we are planting trees to form a biodiversity corridor which
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eventually we hope will extend from Batesford all the way south to the Barwon
River. Another possibility for environmental infrastructure where passive
recreation, (walking), might follow these corridors. We have also planted a
Silver Banksia seed orchard in the Woodland reintroducing this woodland
species to improve environmental biodiversity. These indigenous trees were
once widespread on the Victorian Volcanic Plain. We hope one day the Honey
Woodland will be covenanted with Trust for Nature.
As housing developments creep westward from Geelong the protection of
these last woodlands becomes increasingly urgent and important. Urban
subdivision is planned on 5331 hectares with more than 40,000 anticipated
dwellings and an anticipated population of 112,000. What immediately comes
to mind is 15,000 or thereabouts extra cats and dogs, a number of new roads
bordering green corridors, lots of native animal road kill, the whittling away of
habitat for flora and fauna and the diminution of the ecosystem and its
valuable biodiversity. Even if there are enough green areas to support public
health and recreation, we must all realise that the proposed development will
diminish the already fragile remnants of grassy woodland and the riparian zone
along the Moorabool River corridor and the life it supports.
Due to the extent of land clearing in Victoria, some of our most threatened
ecosystems and important habitats are on private land. Organisations like
Trust for Nature and Bush Heritage have demonstrated that purchase and
restoration of habitat remnants on private land is incredibly beneficial for
threatened species recovery. These protected habitats are often open to the
public by appointment or at certain times of the month or year. They certainly
deserve better funding. One excellent example is Mt Rothwell just north of the
You Yangs at Little River. A conservation and research reserve, a biodiversity
interpretation centre and the largest feral-predator-free ecosystem in Victoria.
In the Batesford reserves we revegetate with indigenous species and protect
the last of the old growth trees which have valuable nesting hollows. We see
diverse bird life, echidnas, platypus, eastern grey kangaroos, koalas and swamp
wallabies. There are also many indigenous plants, reptiles and insects which
make up this ecosystem and help to preserve our biodiversity. In sharing these
reserves with others there is always the risk of degradation and abuse by
human interaction. This is why in developing environmental infrastructure for
a growing population the Government must ensure that it is properly
researched, selected, managed and supported by adequate funding, whether
it is in the city, the peri-urban zone or the country.

6

Two case studies
1. The most recent incursion into the Batesford community and its
environmental assets has been the proposal of various options by VicRoads
for a 4 or 6 lane highway through Batesford’s environmental assets. One
option proposed cutting along the fence-line which joins the Dog Rocks Flora
and Fauna Sanctuary to the Honey Woodland. Others further north cut
through the Moorabool River Valley biodiversity corridor in the Batesford
Valley. All options disrupt carefully nurtured environmental assets including
the Moorabool River Reserve and the Red Gum Reserve established with BFS
Landcare and local councils for the protection and enhancement of habitat for
native flora and fauna and human passive recreation. The approach Vic Roads
took was to use the most minimalist interpretation of the value of those
assets, as if existing habitat had no value whatsoever unless it contained
species formally listed and mapped as critically endangered. Environmental
infrastructure for growing population was not even considered. This kind of
thinking has to change if we wish to preserve the ecosystem and the
consequent benefits for the human population.
The highway proposals also cut through newly established housing
communities of young families. Predictably, there seemed to be absolutely no
understanding of community needs or the value of a sense of place by Vic
Roads, developers, local councils, or the Geelong Regional Alliance (G21). As a
member of the Batesford Highway Action Group, a group largely consisting of
well informed and well qualified local residents, including engineers, we
suggested an alternative, the Batesford Community Bypass, which we hope
VicRoads will take seriously as an option in future as populations grow in rural
areas.
2. Further development of the Riverstone housing estate in northern
Batesford on the edge of the Moorabool River, has seen what we regard as
problematic planning issues, including the remodelling of the flood plain. The
subdivision and development process has taken almost ten years. Blocks were
advertised and sold on the promise of access to public open space along the
Moorabool River. That access is still not available. Removal of noxious weeds
has been delayed until the very last block is sold, instead of being attended to
annually, allowing seed to build up and infest adjacent areas. Instead of
appropriate native trees, European street trees have been planted beside
roads which do little for the biodiversity of the area.
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This riparian zone of the Riverstone development has been argued over by
the Golden Plains Shire Council, Ramsey developers and the Corangamite
Catchment Management Authority debating the size allocation of public land
in the riparian zone, the timing of its release and the associated
responsibilities for it. At one stage an inappropriate proposal was made by
Council suggesting they would ‘give back’ the allocation of public land in the
riparian zone to the developer, because of the imagined future cost of
management Council did not see fit or wish to bear. This was then reversed
due to local activism and debate about how far habitation should be allowed
to intrude into the treed riparian zone and the original promised size allocation
of public open space. Neither the residents, BFS Landcare, PALM - People for a
Living Moorabool or the Traditional Owner representatives who have heritage
sites along the River, were consulted.
We would like to see the Moorabool River Reserve extended from Batesford
up and down River for passive human recreation while ensuring an adequate
and properly managed riparian zone and buffer zones between human
settlements and the River. We would also like to see far more cooperation
from Government at all levels, and developers, about the protection of the
environment and provision of suitable environmental infrastructure rather
than destruction of it or token gestures.
Conclusion – reframing nature
We believe governments at every level should reframe the way nature is
considered in the planning process. This would also require commensurate
funding rather than the current inadequate allocations. This is a significant
challenge and requires a major rethink of population management. With a
current forecast of a 60 per cent rise in dwellings in regional centres by 2041,
it’s possible that Victorians will lose their rural landscape and become a
fragmented network of residential settlements, unless we change our attitudes
towards the current planning model.
There needs to be a recognition that the urban–rural divide is deeply
ingrained in planning systems, and that they are inadequate for dealing with
processes of environmental and developmental change in the peri-urban
context. This raises the question of the influence, roles and responsibilities of
developers, who many would say have too much influence on politicians and
decision makers. The growth of private enterprise has embedded the need for
exponential population growth, but over the last few decades this system
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seems incapable of protecting key resources including air quality, fertile soils
and clean water.
Rather than considering nature as a constraint—a ‘problem’ to be dealt
with—nature should be seen as an opportunity, and a valued resource to be
preserved and maximised at all stages of planning and design. The urban
ecology movement is one such attempt. Such thinking requires a different
conceptualisation of nature, where nature can thrive and people can
experience each day the remarkable range of benefits that nature can deliver.
However humans tend to see nature as an unfettered resource. Economics
seems to be at war with the environment. Governments should avoid seeing
nature as a commodity to be endlessly plundered by the human species.
Managing and maintaining environmental infrastructure for humans will
always be a challenge unless thoroughly researched, adequately funded, and
de-politicised. Recreational experiences and infrastructure should be
appropriate to the environmental values of the areas where they take place.
And some areas should rarely, if ever, feel the human footprint so they can
survive and regenerate without interference.
The great explorer and naturalist Alexander von Humbolt observed that “The
most dangerous world view is the world view of those who have not viewed
the world.” This is as true in our time as it was in his. Those who are most
uncaring or dismissive of the natural world, its wildernesses and its rich
biodiversity, tend to be those who have had the least personal experience of
either.

Felicity Spear - September 2020.

