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1st September 2020 

Re: Parliamentary inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations (LAEPC) 

Background: 

We are a community group that was formed in 2015 following the completion of a Significant Tree Register 
for the town of Drouin in Baw Baw Shire. The Register was endorsed by the Baw Baw Shire Council (BBSC) in 
June 2016 as the blueprint for significant trees to be identified on public land in other towns within the 
urban environment. Whilst this was a giant step for our town and shire the truth is that our councillors have 
until now had little if any appreciation of natural environment. Since European settlement in 1880 the 
landscape of large eucalypt forest trees has been seen as an ‘impediment’ to clearing land and sowing 
pasture for dairying and this mind set continues. 

Ironically as Melbourne is spreading into rural areas this landscape is the very thing that new residents are 
looking for and appreciating, not just affordable housing.  

The Significant Tree Register: 

221 citations: 55 lines/avenues or corridors of trees, 92 points (individual trees) and 74 polygons or 
groups/reserves of trees. 

Where the significant trees and tree reserves are, is also a very strong indicator of connecting wildlife 
corridors, potential walking and linear trails, and places where people like to walk and engage in recreation 
because of the shade and aesthetics.  

The issues: 

1. Lack of overlays: 

BBSC has a heritage overlay for four tree groups, one cemetery, one stand-alone tree and three trees noted 
with a listed house in the whole of the town! It has NO other overlays to protect trees and vegetation. The 
only other overlay the shire has is an ESO for giant earthworms. The Significant Tree Register is a document 
which can be referenced but has no legal ‘teeth’. …Yes, that’s our council’s problem but this deficit has been 
exacerbated by the Precinct Structure Plans (PSP) for Drouin and Warragul allowing rapid and 
unprecedented development at a rate that cannot be monitored. BBSC receives no extra funds from the 
Victorian government because we are a safe liberal seat!   

 
2. Failure of the PSP to protect natural assets: 
The BBSC prides itself on its relationship to the surrounding landscape and its beautiful environment but this 
has been seriously compromised by the Precinct Structure Plans (PSP) which now direct development within 
the two major towns of Warragul and Drouin. The PSP (2014) was imposed on our Shire by the Victoria 
Government and was the first of its kind in the state. It was never subject to rigorous scrutiny or the checks 
and balances guiding PSPs in other areas. It was meant to guide development in ways supporting 
environment and providing funds for major works through a Development Contribution Program. But the 
PSP has failed on many fronts and this has left the BBSC in a no-win situation. Many councillors would like to 
completely throw it out but have been advised that they are unable to do so. 
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The recent PSP review has highlighted one of the major failings: the failure to identify and protect natural 
environment and heritage places/plantings on development land. Loss of significant trees, bushland areas 
and habitat areas are the reality as we watch developers carve up our town for profit! 

The current situation: 

1.  Roadside vegetation not preserved: 

We have a PSP for our town of Drouin which proposes retention of roadside corridors of significant trees ‘to 
be retained’ forming the basis of town gateways, and habitat corridors at odds with road cross sections 
which prescribe minimum widths from kerb to kerb. This means that to install the road the trees have to be 
removed. The outcome in every case has been tree loss to build roads. 
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2. Significant trees on development land removed: 

 

Because the PSP has failed to identify places of significance and trees of significance on land to be 
developed, the community have actively fought a developer to protect a property of note. Despite support 
from the council and an interim overlay on the property the developer removed an avenue of beautiful old 
planted trees and two very old oaks. This action, in breach of council directives, gave him development 
advantage with resultant consequences of the roundabout position now impacting a corridor of remnant 
trees along a gateway to the town. …All for the sake of ‘maximum yields’ and economic advantage to the 
developer.  

The end result is irreplaceable loss to the community and the environment. 

Sporting spaces: 

Do sporting fields and natural assets work together? Our research would say that the best utilised and best 
loved sporting fields and complexes are where natural environmental infrastructure is preserved and 
appropriately managed. For mental health and well-being increasing tree cover is the ‘superfood’ (The 
Conversation July 27th, 2019). 

Providing tree cover for shade is more important than ever to reduce ambient temperature and this applies 
to sporting areas as well as passive recreation areas. Other cities aspire to 30% minimum tree shade cover 
for the health benefits this brings. A rough estimate by one of our members is that we would be lucky to 
have 15% in Drouin despite its tree legacy. 

Summary: 

• Covid-19 has highlighted more than ever the importance of open spaces, linear trails and public 
bushland reserves for people to get out of their homes and enjoy nature for their health and well-
being. 

• Baw Baw Shire is one of Victoria’s key areas for natural environment asset value. The key towns have 
precious pieces of bushland, remnant large trees, old trees planted at settlement, tree corridors on 
roadside reserves and many potential places to be preserved for public usage.   

• But housing development which is not responsive to the natural environment and seeks to impose 
houses on to a blank landscape means loss of these assets to the community now and for the future.  
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• New housing estates are typically ‘cut and fill’ removing topsoil and building retaining walls. 
Concrete slabs are built straight on the ground even in flood prone areas. Houses are built directly 
under tree reserves meaning that once residents move in the trees are removed because of ‘safety’ 
concerns. A buffer would have solved the problem but less ‘yield’ for the developer! 

• New developments are concrete and bitumen with few or no ‘green’ spaces. Nature strips grow 
4WDs not trees! The roads are too narrow for cars to park and traffic to be able to move on the 
road. We are creating ghettos. And the irony is that often these places did have trees and bush areas 
before the land was developed.  

• With a PSP that is flawed, a Shire that is not seen by State Government as a key growth area and 
consequently NOT financially resourced for the rapid growth happening, we are losing all that should 
be retained. 

We hope that this enquiry results in some real changes and outcomes. If you wait too long it will be too late. 

Perhaps a ‘State of emergency’ on the environment needs to be declared in Victoria!! 

Yours Sincerely, 

 

 




