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The Walking Club of Victoria (WCV) (founded in 1947) is a Melbourne based 
bushwalking club catering for men, women, and families. Club members come 
from all parts of Melbourne. The club conducts activities 52 weeks of the year 
consisting of bush walks, suburban walks and base camps. These activities are 
supplemented by cycling and other active and social pursuits. 

The club receives membership enquiries every month and since the COVID-19 
Pandemic enquiries have doubled in number for several months.  

Introduction

Under stage 4 lockdown restrictions in Melbourne during the COVID-19 

pandemic Melbournians were encouraged to engage in outdoor exercise, 

although they were restricted to a radius of 5 km from their home to do so. 

However, researchers found that as many as 340,000 Melbournians had no 

access to parklands in which to exercise within their 5 km radius, despite the 

fact that “parks are great for exercising, getting fresh air, and getting close to 

nature, all of which boost our physical and mental health” (Lakhani 2020). While 

it was not possible to address this deficit during lockdown, in the post 
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COVID-19 recovery period the opportunity arises to ensure that Melbournians, 

wherever they live, have sufficient space to engage in exercise, including forms 

of exercise that are not restricted to organised sport. This will have benefits in 

the inevitable circumstance of further, as yet unknown, pandemics in the future, 

but more importantly, will have benefits in the present. Braubach, et al argue 

that “Urban green space, such as parks, playgrounds, and residential greenery, 

can promote mental and physical health and reduce morbidity and mortality in 

urban residents by providing psychological relaxation and stress alleviation, 

stimulating social cohesion, supporting physical activity, and reducing exposure 

to air pollutants, noise and excessive heat”. (Braubach et al. 2017; See also 

Wolf 2017). These benefits are likely to be more significant where the 

opportunity exists to engage in physical activity in the bush, through “bush 

walking”. 

Our submission argues that the provision of well designed and implemented 

recreational spaces offers benefits in three areas: 

1. Physical and health benefits. 

2. Social cohesion and social capital, 

3. Economic benefits to the community.  

We argue that such benefits would apply to different age groups: 

1. Younger people, especially in building life long recreational activities (beyond 

organised sport) with physical and mental health benefits, 

2. Older people, also in relation to physical and mental benefits, but also in 

relation to social cohesion and mitigation of loneliness. Research has 

demonstrated that “Social isolation and loneliness are serious yet under 

appreciated public health risks that affect a significant portion of the older adult 

population” (National Academies of Sciences 2020). 
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We further argue that these benefits apply in: 

1. Bush locations in rural areas, 

2. Urban and peri-urban locations. 

Walking as a recreational activity

Walking is a recreational activity with well established health benefits: “The 

importance of physical activity for public health is well established … [including] 

in prevention of weight gain” (Pucher et al. 2010). Pucher, et al, go on to argue 

that researchers have identified “linkages between active travel and public 

health” (p. 1986). Walking, like cycling, can be a form of commuting as well as 

recreation, and like cycling requires well planned and implemented 

infrastructure in urban areas. As a recreation, walking in “the bush” has 

considerable benefits and also requires well implemented and regulated 

infrastructure. 

“Over the past decade, there has been a burgeoning number of active living 

research studies examining the influence of public open space on physical 

activity” (Koohsari et al. 2105). Research has demonstrated that walking and 

cycling have benefits in urban design, particularly in cities in which increasing 

numbers of citizens are living in more dense environments (Thorpe). Among 

benefits are the humanisation of the urban environment, which can also 

improve social capital and perceptions of urban safety. Kim and Yang (2017) 

“examined “the possibility of restoring weakened social functions of streets and 

public spaces in a walking-friendly urban environment”. Woolf (2017) points to 

the following benefits of increasing “green infrastructure” in urban areas: 

improved general mood; stress reduction; better mental health and functioning; 

improved mindfulness and creativity, and building social capital. We would 

argue that investing in “green infrastructure” also has economic benefits.  
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A report produced by Transport for London points to a number of economic 

benefits to towns and cities from walkers and cyclists: 30% increase in retail 

sales; 40% higher levels of spending; 45% higher levels of visitors to main 

shopping streets for social and community reasons; and a 216% increase in the 

numbers of people stopping, sitting and socialising. The latter builds social 

cohesion, but also, no doubt, contributes to the earlier statistics in the list. 

Further, the report claims that walking and cycling boosts productivity, 

produces a working environment in which absenteeism is reduced, and a 73% 

increase in retention of staff is reported. This report has been followed up by the 

Transport for London “Walking action plan” (London 2018) 

The proposals we make below will require government expenditure, however 

we argue that well targeted expenditure as we emerge from COVID-19 

lockdown is a particularly useful way to rebuild the economy, and to enhance 

community infrastructure with long term benefit. Adam Triggs has argued 

(2020) that “Infrastructure is the best and worst form of stimulus: it boosts 

short-term demand and long-term productivity but takes too long to plan, 

prepare and build to be useful. But a balance can be struck by directing funds 
to state and local governments for infrastructure repairs and small-scale 

projects” (emphasis added). In relation to bush walking, walkers contribute to 

regional economies in a number of ways. It is common at the end of walks for 

groups ranging in size from 15 to 30 to spend time in local coffee shops before 

driving home. In some instances walkers prefer to stay overnight in the area, 

and in the case of “base camps” this may involve a group of 15 to 30 people 

using accommodation and hospitality in the region for 3 to 5 nights. 

Our club normally receives 2 - 3 enquiries about membership in any month. 

Since March when COVID-19 began to have an impact our enquiries rose to as 

high as 8 in one month during lockdown. These enquiries each indicated that 

after lockdown people wanted to begin walking with a club. This fact and 
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anecdotal observations during the periods between lockdowns, when many 

more people were observed walking on tracks in the bush suggest an increase 

in demand for facilities for walkers. 

Individuals wanting to walk in “the bush” range from young families with children 

to seniors up to the age of 80. The oldest still active member of WCV is 91, and 

was a founding member in 1947. Many more senior active walkers prefer to 

walk in suburban areas, along rivers and creeks and in parklands within the 

Melbourne metropolitan area. The Walking Club of Victoria includes members 

who prefer to walk in urban areas, in the bush, or both. 

For all of these differing groups of walkers the concept of “shared spaces” is 

problematic. Walkers, particularly children and older walkers are vulnerable to 

fast moving pushbikes in urban areas, and to motor bikes and mountain bikes 

in the bush.  

While we accept that shared spaces in urban areas have their value, we argue 

that walking tracks and bike pathways are currently incompatible, and that 

more needs to be done to make shared spaces safer to encourage more 

people to use them. 

Recommendations - urban areas

We recommend the following in relation to urban walking spaces: 

1. In urban areas more attention needs to be paid to creating spaces where 

walkers and cyclists are separated. This can be done by having completely 

separated tracks for walkers and bikes, or by having various forms of 

separation, which might be physical (such as the use of barriers on curves or 

narrow sections, for example); or virtual (such as the use of different surface 

treatments, or colour schemes. 
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2. These actions need to be supplemented by improved signage designed to 

educate both cyclists and walkers. A recent example has been the use of 

adhesive notices on the surface of the Moonee Ponds Creek Track in the 

northern suburbs. We urge the creation of a television campaign alerting 

cyclists of the need to use bells or calling out to alert walkers of their presence 

as often the fast approach of a bike is not heard by walkers. Finally, the 

introduction of rangers or police to educate the public about the need to use 

warnings, and follow notices indicating the need to dismount in some places, or 

enforce requirements in relation to such behaviour is needed (see also the 

section on employment below).  

3. Consideration be given to reducing the overall proportion of valuable urban 

parkland given over to sports fields, since these are often used only a few hours 

a week, while many other passive and active users are often forced into small 

remaining areas. This can be achieved by increasing the proportion of space 

given over to “passive use” spaces where individuals and families can walk, 

meet friends, have picnics. A proportion of these needs to be retained as 

relatively undeveloped bush so individuals, including children, can have 

experience of the bush, within or relatively close to urban areas.  

4. We recommend the creation of walking corridors joining suburban areas and 

urban parks to encourage both recreational walkers and commuters to travel 

by foot. While such corridors could link urban parks, they could also, where 

appropriate, link transport hubs - bus, train and tram. Some people prefer to 

commute by walking rather than by bicycle because of the lesser need for 

changing facilities and a change of clothes. The more people travel to work by 

bike or foot the lower the need for car focussed infrastructure. Transport for 

London has pointed to the costly space taken up in urban areas by car parks 

(London 2018).  
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Walking corridors should be well designed to be both visually appealing (both 

for walkers and local residents) with trees and shrubs, and surfaces which are 

suitable for walkers. Such surfaces should be softer than concrete or bitumen, 

and could include grass, paving sand (as applies with “the Tan”) or even bark. 

The state government should develop, in consultation with local councils, a set 

of guidelines and standards along with tied funding to enable the creation of 

such walking corridors. It should be noted that in some areas much of the 

space and infrastructure already exists.  

Planning regulations would have a part to play here. For example, in new or yet 

to be developed suburbs, developers could be encouraged to leave easements 

for such walking corridors by being allowed to apply an equivalent increase in 

housing density. The expenditure by developers on walking corridors which 

conform to planning guidelines could provide marketing opportunities for new 

developments.  

Recommendations - “bush” areas in regional and peri-urban 
zones:


1. Motor bikes and mountain bikes not be allowed on bush tracks except in 

specified areas, such as state parks. Such vehicles not be allowed in National 

Parks at all. To achieve this, budget allocations for rangers need to be 

increased, including to enable rangers to be active at weekends, to police 

regulations. Regulations without enforcement are of no use. More substantial 

gates will be required at access points to parks so only walkers and authorised 

personnel have access to areas where bikes are restricted. We recognise that 

this will require short term expenditure on installing, or improving gates to 

control access, but we argue that in a post COVID-19 environment such work 

would provide employment which would, in turn, increase income flows in the 

area. This is particularly important in regional areas. 
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We are not arguing that bikes should not be allowed in parks, however we are 

arguing that proper separation of walkers and bike riders is important for safety 

and amenity.  

More rangers will need to be employed to enforce regulations, including at 

weekends when more bushwalking and mountain and trail bike activity takes 

place. This will increase local employment in regional areas, with flow on effects 

for local businesses, making an important contribution to regional economies, 

especially, but not only, in the post COVID-19 period. 

2. Money needs to be spent on maintaining bush tracks and roads, especially 

where they have been damaged by bikes. Such work will have benefits in fire 

mitigation and in providing enhanced access when fires do occur. This will 

reduce long term damage from bushfires and, once again, will add to local 

employment.  

3. More tracks should be provided for recreational walkers in the bush to 

provide for the likely increase in walkers, and to encourage more people to take 

up bushwalking, with its concurrent health, social and economic benefits. With 

more forests being made available for walkers, it would be reasonable to restrict 

walkers in some parks used by bikes, and conversely to restrict bikes in forests 

set aside for use by individuals and groups not using bikes. Again this is work 

that can be undertaken by a somewhat increased staff with the economic and 

environmental benefits mentioned in points 1 and 2 above. This will provide 

work in the short term, constructing tracks, and some work in the long term 

maintaining tracks.  It should be noted that walking clubs regularly do work on 

bush tracks, on a voluntary basis, but this voluntary work is not sufficient. 

Conclusion 

Walking, whether for recreation or for commuting, whether in the bush, or in 

urban environments has health, social and economic benefits. Such benefits 
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have become even more apparent as COVID-19 has demonstrated the need 

for more attention to physical and social resilience, and for stronger social and 

economic infrastructure. The pandemic exposed the potential dangers of living 

in an urban environment with insufficient space for recreation including fresh air, 

and the importance of strong social cohesion. Building stronger environmental 

infrastructure can have benefits in the present and in contributing to resilience 

to future shocks from global warming and future pandemics.  
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