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 Response to Victorian Legislative Assembly Environment and Planning 
Committee Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations:

Full Name of Organisation :  Friends of the Australian Botanic Gardens 
Shepparton.

Description of facility : 
 
 Approximately one third of this 20 hectare Council owned site was formerly a 
rubbish tip, which operated during the 1970s and 1980s.
When closed the tip was capped with clay from the nearby land on the site to 
form a considerable hill and extensive borrow pits.  The remaining area is 
natural bushland with the Broken River forming part of it's northern border.

Due to the riverine nature of the site, it is flood prone at times of high flows in 
the Broken River and/or the nearby Goulburn River, therefore unsuitable for 
housing or commercial  use.

By 2011, following community recognition of the environmental value of the 
site, and Shepparton lacking a Botanic Garden, it was decided to develop the 
asset along these lines using only native plants, and the Australian Botanic 
Gardens Shepparton (ABGS) was born. 
 
From the start the area was managed by a Section 86 Committee of volunteers
under City Council auspices, and supported by the Friends Group from day 
one.  The nucleus of these committees was made up of  people who had 
campaigned for years for Shepparton to have a Botanic Gardens, and was also 
driven by the need for Council to responsibly manage this vulnerable site.

A master plan was drawn up and approved to develop the 'Mound' area as 
landscaped, themed gardens, the borrow pits for water harvesting and wetland
development and the bushland to be restored as far as possible to its pre 
European settlement condition.

Much was achieved in the first eight years, and by 2019 it was decided that the
project had become too large for the Section 86 Management Committee, 
which was disbanded, and the project then came under the direct management
of Council.
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2.
The City of Greater Shepparton is the geographical focal point of the Goulburn 
and Broken River systems, plus several ephemeral creeks, ie. The Seven, 
Castle and Muddy Creeks, and therefore has an extensive area of this riverine 
environment on it's doorstep, stretching from Murchison, through Toolamba, 
Mooroopna and beyond.

Much of it has become somewhat degraded due to  weed invasion, but in 
recent years community awareness has been raised through Landcare, the 
Catchment Management Authority and Council actions.
The Council's River Connect Committee oversees the Shared Pathways Project, 
which has been drawing a gradual increase of environment, health and fitness 
aware people to explore and use the natural bushland so close to home, and 
since the advent of the CoronaVirus restrictions, the public usage has 
multiplied significantly.

In enhancing the Botanic Gardens bushland, by removing rubbish and woody 
and annual weeds, and reintroducing and labelling  native flora, the wider 
community is becoming educated to recognise and enjoy the beauty and 
function of the local environment.                                                          

Access around the whole riverine area is facilitated by constructed pathways, a
footbridge across the Goulburn River, and a soon to be constructed footbridge 
over the Broken River from the urban area directly into the Botanic Gardens.
This  means there will be a  link for walkers and cyclists  all the way from 
South Shepparton to Reedy Swamp wetland in the north  and to Mooroopna's 
Gemmils wetland  in the west .

By restoring the small area of bushland on the Botanic Gardens site, it is hoped
that this example can be seen as a pilot project which could be gradually 
extended to more of the degraded riverine area in the district. 

Signage naming indigenous plants, including rare and endangered species, 
exsisting or reintroduced, and storyboards explaining aspects of the 
environment, offer a window into a wider appreciation of the ecological 
community to be found along these river frontages. 

Pre-school and school groups take part in excursions and planting activities as 
an introduction and education at an early age; these activities are facilitated by
the River Connect staff assisted by volunteers from Landcare and/or Botanic 
Friends, as well as teachers and carers.
The local branch of Birdlife Australia has monitored the Gardens since its 
inception and over 100 species have been identified as visiting or living on site.
Other fauna, such as gliders, possums and microbats, have been observed 
using installed nestboxes and during regular spotlight outings provided to the 
community by volunteer naturalists.
Much more, including many pictures, can be seen on our Website :  
Webpage : https://fabgs.org.au  
Facebook : https:www: facebook.com/FriendsABGS/                                 3/.   
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3.
Contact Details :            email:   friends.abgs@hotmail.com
                               
                              Postal :  The Secretary,  FABGS
                                           98 Botanic Gardens Avenue
                                           KIALLA    VIC      3631

The Benefits of Environmental Infrastructure :
There is a need for different forms of infrastructure to cater for the varing 
strata of populations . For the young and active, sport is an important 
driver.The tendency has been for municipalities to concentrate heavily on 
facilities to keep the young occupied, often due to the prestige associated with 
sporting prowess. This is good, but in more recent times it has also been 
recognised that more passive recreation is required for the remainder of the 
community, and so the wider environment is being employed for it's 
importance and ability to provide what the majority is seeking.
To the Community -
   By the provision of tracks, signage and restoration by removal of weeds and 
rubbish  and by indigenous replanting  , the community is invited to -

• Access  healthy exercise in the fresh air, and education about the 
natural environment close to the centre of population.

• An aid to mental health by providing a place of quiet reflection.
• Record and identify local flora and fauna.
• The significant area of vegetation has a beneficial effect on the micro 

climate for the local area.  
• An aesthetic appreciation of the Australian flora and a take-home 

examples of beautiful low water-use  plants for use in the home 
garden.

To the Environment -
• By weed eradication, rubbish removal and reintroduction of 

endemic and threatened species the environment is enhanced.
• Installation and repair of habitat provides shelter for native birds,

gliders, possums and bats.
• These actions help to restore a balance between all the elements 

of plants, animals and insects.
To the Volunteers  -

• Increased knowledge of Australian flora and fauna  whilst involved in 
planned healthy activities such as propagation, planting and 
maintenance.

• A sense of achievement in developing an asset for the community while 
enhancing the  environment.

• Friendship and social interaction working alongside people with shared 
interests and aspirations and helping to run activities for the public on 
site.

To the Economy  -
• Development and promotion of Environmental assets adds to the overall 

attractions of the municipality, thereby helping to attract visitors from 
near and far to the benefit of local providers of hospitality and 
accommodation                                                                          4/,    
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4.
The Impact of Population Growth on Metropolitan and Regional 
Centres:
Despite changing farming conditions and the need for farmers to evolve and 
adapt, Shepparton's expansion of residential and industrial development 
continues at a steady rate overall.
Accessability, climate and real estate costs possibly are a factor in attracting  
growing numbers of innovative businesses and people to the area.
Recent and ongoing expansion of the Lawcourts and Art precincts must also be
a factor in continued growth.  
These factors only serve to emphasise the advantages of maximising the 
benefits as listed previously, especially the need to preserve these areas in the
face of the pressures of development.

Differences of Availaility of Environmental Infrastructure Regionally:
Despite having very good sporting facilities and access to community parks 
and open spaces, as well as a considerable area of red gum forest along the 
Goulburn and Broken Rivers, Shepparton did not have a botanic gardens until 
the decision was take to commence work to establish the Australian Botanic 
Gardens on the present site on the southern bank of the Broken at Kialla in 
2011.
This factor was in contrast to the majority of regional townships with long 
established Gardens, and was a source of concern for progressive members of 
the community.
The decision to focus on Australian plants, differentiates these Gardens from 
almost all historic facilities and takes advantage of the conditions of the site.

The opportunity is there to highlight lesser known plants, educate the public as
to their use, as well as preserving rare plants for the future, taking into 
account their generally lower water and nutrient requirements. 

Being a former Council refuse site means that it requires ongoing monitoring 
and maintenance, thus turning a liability into a public community asset.
Factors of soil, topography and micro climate have a marked effect on the 
plant flora and fauna, and can vary considerably within relatively short 
distances; these differences can be seen over many sites of public parkland 
across the Goulurn Valley.

Cooperating in a scheme sponsored by Botanic Gardens Australia and New 
Zealand (BGANZ), called 'Care for the Rare', with RHSV Cranbourne, the 
Shepparton Gardens is part of a project to propagate, preserve and create 
awareness of endangered plants of the district.
A special area has been established where these plants will be trialled, and if 
successful, will be propagated locally for more extended plantings. 

Projects such as this demonstrate the valuable contribution that regional 
environmental facilities can serve as scientific, as well as aesthetic and 
recreational assets. 
                                                                                                       5/.



5.
Effectiveness of Current Legislation :
As an asset of the Greater Shepparton City Council, The Australian Botanic 
Gardens Shepparton is being  well supported financially by local government 
funds for gradual basic development and maintenance; however, to achieve 
the completion of the initial Master Plan, and to bring up to a first class 
standard of attraction, amenity and safety, funding from other sources is 
required.
Over recent years and currently,  grants have been received via State 
Government agencies, DELWP and Growing Victoria's Botanic Gardens Fund to 
develop  accessability, bushland restotation and viability. 
Currently these funds are being employed to construct a footbridge over the 
Broken River for more direct access from the City and connection of Potable 
and Raw Water is also in the planning stage.  A DELWP grant was received by 
the Friends, for a site assessment and maintenance plan called 'Breathing Life 
into the Bush'. This was carried out by a professional botanist and 
conservationist and followed up by rubbish and weed removal and planting of 
local species, carried out over 3 years by volunteer helpers. 
Funding was also received from other sources for establishment of a Children's
Garden and another as support for the Friends Group.

As development progresses and public usage multiplies, so the need for on- 
going maintenance and staffing from Council funds is needed, therefore it is 
vital that Government support is continued for both further growth and 
conservation.

Existing Delays or Obstacles.
One problem which causes delays or lack of action generally is the varying 
forms of tenure and administration that different areas of public and private 
land of suitable environmental value can come under.
Public Land :
Within the boundaries of ABGS, although the majority is Council owned, there 
is a significant area of Parks Victoria land. This has meant that works planned 
on this part of the site require approval from Melbourne, which can and has 
caused considerable delays in the process of action.
Strengthening of the responsibility of local Parks staff to make decisions at a 
local level would simplify and speed up the process. Relationships between all 
agencies and volunteer groups are excellent and would be further improved if 
local managers had more devolved power to act.
Parks Victoria have responsibility over considerable areas of this remnant 
bush, not only in large areas such as those on the Goulburn and Murray 
Rivers, but many other isolated sites scattered across the landscape.
Many of these sites contain valuable remnants of endangered ecological 
communities; the present funding and staffing level of Parks Vic is inadequate 
to properly monitor, maintain and restore them, or even support volunteer 
groups aiming to do so.
We believe that State Government should  allocate much more importance and
funding  to Parks Victoria, so that these vital remnants can be restored and  
preserved into the future.                                                                     6/.



6.
Private Land :
Within the areas of remnant bush there are blocks of privately owned land, 
which may be neglected or badly managed. There are examples where they 
have been used historically for dumping refuse, such as old building materials, 
machinery and other unsightly items, or garden prunings and other plant 
materials, which are a threat to the general health and integrity of their 
neighbours, whether public or private.
Unless the landholder is cooperative, it can prove very difficult to remediate 
the situation, as has been experienced with properties adjoining ABGS.
Other sites may be unfenced reserves adjoining farmland, so are subject to 
overgrazing and erosion caused by farm livestock.
For a long time funding has been available for landholders to fence these sites,
but again, unless the landholder is conservation minded, the threat lingers on,
to the detriment of the bushland. 
Perhaps the time has come for other forms of incentive, compensation or 
encouragement for change, where the situation is considered appropriate.

The Impact of COVID-19 :
As stated earlier, it has been noted that since  the introduction of restrictions 
imposed to minimise the risk of infection, the use made by the public of all 
local environmental facilities by people seeking exercise and relief from indoor 
stress, has increased markedly.
Even when these restrictions are lifted it is likely there will be a residual effect,
as there was already a gradual awareness of the value of moderate forms of 
exercise to offset a sedentary lifestyle. Experiences gained during the various 
levels of lockdown have therefore opened up the possibilities available in the 
local area.

When severe restrictions are eventually lifted in the metropolitan area, the 
opportunities of travel within a couple of hours to the Shepparton district in 
country Victoria, will offer the chance to enjoy an environmental experience 
along with the other attractions of the district, while not having to travel 
interstate.

Examples of Innovation and Best Practice :
In restoring a former Council refuse site by creating a new Botanic Garden, 
those involved in this project had little previous experience to draw upon, and 
therefore innovation and experimentation have been integral to its 
development.
A firm of Landscape Architects was engaged to design the themed segments of
the  tip site mound.  The designs are based upon themes representing local 
aspects of the district, such as farming, migration, homestead, indigenous 
crafts and the natural environment.
The designers were briefed to use recycled materials wherever possible, so 
salvaged items of structural concrete, timber and steel have been artistically 
incorporated in the plans completed to date.
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7.
Finding plants suitable to the harsh soil and exposure conditions  on the site 
has been an ongoing challenge, and while some have succumbed others have 
flourished, even with the drought conditions that have prevailed over recent 
seasons. This process of trial and error continues along with knowledge 
accumulated.
Visits to other Botanic Gardens, eg. Melton, Bendigo and Cranbourne,plus help 
and consultation with amateur and professional gardeners, nurseries and 
botanists, are all adding to the sum total of experience.
Involvement in the 'Care for the Rare' project under the auspice of Botanic 
Gardens Australia and New Zealand will add greatly to this knowledge.

Conclusions :
    * We strongly believe that Government continue to provide support to 
preserve and develop Environmental Assets in the form of finance and 
expertise for :-
             Community awareness and use.
             Enhancement of remaining bushland.
             Preservation of endangered flora and fauna.
             Development of facilites for health, safety and convenience.

   Botanic Gardens require special assistance because they often do not meet 
specific criteria for environmental and public outdoor space grants. Hence the 
'Growing Victoria's Botanic Gardens Fund' addressed that need.

   *     Greatly improve the ability of Parks Victoria to play a vital role in all the 
        above  aims, and  improve efficiency by devolving more responsibility to
        the local level. 
       
   *    Consider strengthening ways and means of achieving better  
        outcomes on private land where best practice is not being followed.
        Catchment Authorities and Trust for Nature provide valuable services 
        for  willing participants, but there are, unfortunately, gaps where these   
        conditions do not apply. 

   In the face of evidence of stress being placed on the environment by rising 
temperatures, with the increased threat of bush fires and other destructive 
events, it is vital that society preserves those remnants still surviving the 
pressures of the development of urban expansion and agricultural activity.
The idea of commercial exploitation of such areas is limited; 
their value lies in their indirect importance providing environmental services, 
not least of which are lifestyle, balance and wellbeing, that a relationship with 
nature can provide.
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