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Submission to Select Committee on Public Land Development - Urgent.

We appreciate the opportunity to make our submission on behalf of PARKS
(Preservation of open space, Alternative site, Review Council process, Keeping
Council transparent and accountable, Supporting other elements of the NCSP). It
relates to the sale or alienation of public open space for the purpose of private
development.

INTRODUCTION

The people of Epsom and the surrounding area of Bendigo are about to lose
something precious- OPEN SPACE - to private development. Open Space is
something we are not making more of but rather losing everyday. This peaceful
public space with its lovely native trees, abundant bird life and fresh air is so
important for the children, the senior citizens, the many residents who are moving out
this way to make their homes and all residents of Bendigo that will never get to enjoy
the ambiance of this lovely spot that belongs to the people.

This recreation reserve has so much potential. Although neglected by the council for
some years it has so much to offer the families of this area. Open space is gradually
being eroded away as a result of the influence of developers and financial gain.
Saving open space is made more important by the size of house blocks becoming
smaller with little if any backyard for children to play. We need to save pockets of
open space for the earth to breathe .Where do the children play when the open
space is gone?

Our vision, and that of hundreds of residents out in this area, is for this reserve to be
redeveloped as a community centre and open space for passive recreation. We
would hope it can remain the hub of the township of Epsom and be managed by the
community to give them a feeling of ownership and a sense of connectivity. A place
where people can walk their dog, play with the children and have a bbq. It is not just
a park but a very rare, safe open space where children can run free, see birds, trees,
caterpillars and beetles and interact with their environment so important in the
growing years. We see a multipurpose building for the use of the people. Three years
ago our public hall, the home of the girl guides, was sold off by the council and
disposed of, now the girl guides have to meet in a school classroom.

We have read so many reports on the benefits of open space and on the benefits of
a strong community and on the importance of children being active and connected to
their neighbourhood and their environment. This open space that is public land,
offers all these benefits to all residents and we are about to lose it as the council
prepare to sell it off for short term financial gain.

And what is it to be replaced by? A supermarket, a petrol station and a car park and
all the associated hazards that go with it!



Where do the children and their families go? And where do the birdlife and critters
whose homes are in the trees and vegetation go.? They are part of the eco system
that keeps this earth going. To make matters worse this supermarket/car park is to
be placed near a school and on a children's route to school - something that should
be a top responsibility of the council to keep safe. This is compounded by the fact
there are other sites available but on private land!

THE PROCESS

The residents of the Epsom area have been very active and vocal about there
objections. The council says there was community consultancy, however 3 years ago
a limited tick the box survey was sent to a small number of residents which identified
a need for a supermarket but at no stage was a site identified or were the
community asked if they were prepared to dispose of their reserve for a
supermarket. We never suspected that it was an option as only months before
(December 2003) the Mayor had announced to the media that $ 600,000 was to be
spent on redeveloping our reserve. So we were comfortable with this news and
stunned when we discovered a short time later it was be sold off for the supermarket.
Since then there has been a support group formed to save the reserve, public rallies
organized,(one attended by1000 people) many letters to the councillors and the
media, 250 residents presented submissions to a panel (made up of 2 biased
councillors who had shown their preference to sell the reserve) to convince the
council to save our reserve. We have approached and written to our local parliament
member to support our bid to save our reserve. 8000 people signed a petition to
support an alternative supermarket proposed nearby so we could save our reserve.
With our limited funds and resources 440 "ordinary"residents launched a joint VCAT
appeal against the planninq permit for the proposed supermarket on our reserve, all
to no avail. These are compelling numbers.

Unfortunately VCA T only allowed us to address the planning permit alone and at no
stage were we allowed to refer to the process or the failure to listen to the community
that had led to the granting of this permit. Our challenge was rejected by the Tribunal.

.The CEO, who appears to be leading this campaign to sell our reserve, is now at this
moment negotiating the sale of our public land following the Councillors decision to
support the council officers report recommending the sale price be accepted. And so
they sell our open space that our council fore fathers had the foresight to put aside
for the people .Our 2 year campaign will be lost and this open space with so much
potential for all will be gone for ever.

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS

At a Council Meeting held last night ( 5th September) 2 Councillors demanded an
inquiry into the council's process in identifying our public land as the council's
preferred site and the selection of the councils preferred developer.

Another Councillor said he felt the process was flawed and the council should have
changed the process in the first instance but it was "too late" now. It brought him "no
pleasure" and he felt "uncomfortable" in voting to sell off the land .(We have included
a copy of an email he sent explaining just this predicament ).He said he would
correct this in the future!

The valuation of the land was queried by a Councillor who believed both the
residential and retail value were way below the mark.
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