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CITY OF GREATER 

BENDIGO 

To Whom It May Concern 

Thank you for the opportunity for the City of Greater Bendigo to make a submission to the 
Parliamentary Inquiry into the provision of Environmental Infrastructure. Bendigo has expansive 
areas of public open space with approximately a quarter of the municipality being public land 
administered by a range of local, state and federal agencies. 

As such Bendigo is uniquely susceptible to changes in the funding and legislature around 
environmental infrastructure including municipal public open space, state and national parks and 
forests and "in-between" public spaces such as unreserved crown land and disused road 
reserves. 

Our submission focuses on a range of issues, some of which are general to all urban, rural and 
regional areas while others are endemic either to regional centres or to the City of Greater 
Bendigo in particular. Particular challenges relate to the lack of equity in the provision and 
distribution of spaces, increasing standards of public open space expected by the community, the 
continued increase in costs associated with public open spaces and the number and diversity of 
parties who have a share in the management or ownership of public open space. 

Due to the unique combination of inland location, mining history, lack of any major waterways and 
encompassing bushland, both the urban area of Bendigo and the surrounding towns and regions 
face a range of challenges and issues. These vary from the omnipresent risks associated with 
bushfire and land contamination to the long-term challenges associated with the lack of consistent 
water supply and public space nexus generated by a major waterway. 

The City of Greater Bendigo faces multiple challenges to the equitable, efficient and effective 
provision of Public Open Space within the municipality, which are addressed in more detailed in 
the attached submission. If there is any opportunity to make a presentation to the Inquiry that 
would be much appreciated to enable the presentation of our unique situation in person. Further, 
if there is any opportunity for the Inquiry to visit Bendigo this would be a good opportunity to 
demonstrate these issues in their totality to the committee. 

Yet again we would like to thank you for the opportunity to make this submission, and if you have 
any further queries or wish for any further information, please contact Fraser Neele, Recreation 
and Open Space Strategic Planner on 5434 6000 with your enquiry. 

Craig Niemann 
Chief Executive Officer 
24 September 2020 

Hearing or speech impaired? 
Call us via the National Relay 
Service on 133 677 or 
www.relayservice.com.au 
and ask for 03 5434 6000 

Greater Bendigo City Council 
Address: 15 Hopetoun Street, Bendigo 
Postal Address: PO Box 733, Bendigo VIC 3552 
T: 03 5434 6000 
F: 03 5434 6200 
E: requests@bendigo.vic.gov.au 
W: www.bendigo.vic.gov.au 

ABN 74 149 638 164 
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City of Greater Bendigo Submission to the Parliamentary Inquiry 
into Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations 

Introduction and Methodology

The City of Greater Bendigo is a rapidly growing regional centre with a population nearing 120,000. 
Located 151km north of Melbourne, the City of Greater Bendigo is a regional municipality of 3,000km2 
with approximately 85% of the populace within the Bendigo Urban area and the balance dispersed 
across rural areas and a range of smaller settlements. 

Within the context of the Parliamentary Inquiry, the City of Greater Bendigo is affected by issues that 
are common to most regional centres as well as unique challenges relating to the City’s geography, 
history, demography and climate. This submission will address both these unique and universal issues 
however most of the submission will relate to the unique challenges and consideration that apply to 
the City of Greater Bendigo and its environmental infrastructure, particularly open spaces. The final 
section of the report will include some high-level recommendations and solutions to address these 
issues and concerns for consideration by the Inquiry panel. 

Universal Issues and Considerations

While there are issues being reviewed by this Inquiry that are common to all local governments across 
Victoria, those municipalities located in regional and rural Victoria have different challenges to those 
in metropolitan areas. For example, regional and rural areas embrace large areas of farmland and 
forests, they face issues relating to fire, flood and drought that play out differently to a metropolitan 
context in respect to environmental infrastructure. Similarly, regional cities have a different set of 
issues that set them apart from rural municipalities. 

Victoria’s ten largest regional cities are home to about 750,000 people, they are mostly growing at or 
near to record rates in terms of population growth and are mostly experiencing a surge in growth due 
to the pandemic with people looking to relocate and work more remotely. Victoria’s regional cities 
rely extensively on their public land assets for their liveability, their recreational needs and pursuits 
and their tourist and visitor economies. 

Funding and the Real-World Cost of Development

Bendigo, along with most towns and cities has a legacy of largely piecemeal and incremental decision 
making over a long time.  Many of these decisions are based around political or community 
expectations and infrastructure standards of the time the area was developed.  An example being how 
car dependency, climate change and the value of the environment is now given far different levels of 
consideration than what had been the case of many past decades.  The resulting sprawling urban areas 
often contain isolated and disconnected areas of park, remnant vegetation and open space.  The 
linking of these older areas or retrofitting to modern standards is problematic with most of the public 
open space from these developments being detention basins, drainage lines or other encumbered 
land such as floodplain or contaminated land, as is the case particularly in Bendigo, that is not easily 
developable or adaptable to use as public open space.  

The cost of purchasing land in existing urban areas is often high as it is zoned residential, has existing 
development and usually requires the purchase of multiple sites to make necessary connections and 
have a functional size.  For new growth areas, the current Victorian planning system is set up in a way 
that the minimum standard fulfils meaningful objectives for environmental protection and 
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enhancement. Higher proportions of public open spaces, improved waterways, regard for existing 
flora and fauna are all mandated when planning new areas. Contrarily, little guidance for 
improvements to existing urban areas is provided with relatively few funding streams and 
opportunities available, especially for the provision of passive and informal recreation spaces. 

The use of development contribution plans is practically constrained to servicing growth areas in 
accordance with pre prepared plans, and funding limitations for existing communities.  Due to the 
development contribution plan being based on the nexus of new growth rather than addressing the 
shortfalls of the existing population there is often a substantial gap between the contribution fund 
and the cost of development that local government needs to fund.  These types of infrastructure 
requirements have few external funding avenues resulting in a lag time of delivering facilities verse 
the growth threshold being reached. 

The development of infill public open space is constrained without access to extensive “greenfield” 
sites and with “easy” sites being already developed and the more complex – environmentally 
constrained brownfield sites remaining an option.  Rehabilitation of sites is an extremely expensive 
and complex process that is often poorly incorporated into existing funding opportunities, resulting in 
a larger funding gap that Council must cover. 

Finally, the cost of developing these facilities has increased beyond the traditional means of funding. 
Modern facilities are often provided to a much higher standard, in line with the expectations of the 
community and the state, than was historically the case. Funding opportunities, renewal budgets and 
community expectations often fail to keep pace with the continued rise in expenses. This results in 
Council facing an increasing gap between the cost of developments and the capacity of these streams 
to fund them, increasing the burden on Council’s capital works budget.  

Inequity in Access and Provision

Public space is a public good which the government has a responsibility to invest in fairly across 
communities.  In Greater Bendigo, we have applied a range of indicators to help identify where, why 
and to what degree public space inequity exists.  This includes measures of provision per population, 
provision as an area percentage, access to public open space, and open space quality.

We have found that the most insightful picture of fairness or equity is created by combining measures 
of accessibility and quality (see attachment).   This reveals that there is better access to higher quality 
public space in some communities more than others. Communities of socio-economic disadvantage 
(e.g. parts of Eaglehawk, Long Gully and Golden Square) and some growth areas (e.g. Maiden Gully 
and Huntly) are notable amongst those communities with lower levels of access.  

Part of the explanation for the geographic disparity is historic and linked to different degrees of 
investment by past local government areas over time.  Nonetheless, since amalgamation, a pattern of 
disproportionate investment has to some extent continued. For instance, over the last 15 years, public 
space investment has been highest by a large margin in the central suburb/urban area of Bendigo, 
which has received over 40% of total expenditure. Projects have tried to address this by examining 
funding opportunities through a socio-economic lens. An example is the Healthy Heart of Victoria, a 
regional partnership including Bendigo and five other municipalities that focuses on those parts of the 
community that are least active and least supported (please see HHV Framework document attached). 
This approach could be expanded to allow funding to be directed to where it is most needed within 
our communities. 
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Unique Considerations

Disjointed Ownership and Management of Public Open Space

One quarter of the area of the City is held as public land under the management of a range of 
organisations, including Parks Victoria, DELWP, Coliban Water, and the City of Greater Bendigo. This 
reflects the location, geography and history of Bendigo. Extensive nearby and adjoining areas are 
National Park as well as state, regional and local parks and reserves. This situation is very different to 
that found in the state’s other regional cities where they often have only small areas of public land 
and do not have National Parks which have a direct interface with their urban area. The Bendigo urban 
area is one of the few places in the state where hundreds of residential properties have their back 
fence as a boundary with a National Park. This has land management, fire hazard and land use 
implications. 

The City of Greater Bendigo contains a large amount of public land, indeed there is an oversupply in 
many areas however the access to this space is constrained due to barriers such as infrastructure, 
contamination or vegetation. This results in an ironic situation not dissimilar to starving in a 
supermarket: surrounded by opportunities but without the means of accessing them.

Exacerbating this, and the issues that are listed below, is the disjointed patterns of management within 
this patchwork of ownership. For example, Crown Land may be managed by Council as Committee of 
Management, managed by a third party, managed directly by the crown or any number of other 
options including leases or licenses. This results in nearby, or indeed adjacent, parcels of land 
potentially being managed by differing agencies or parties, with attending different priorities and 
resourcing. These are then further compared with other management models, for example public 
space owned by Council or National or State Park, school property or others, which often fulfil some 
of the same purposes in a manner that is confusing to both the public and agencies. 

Our Mining Heritage

With its historical origins based on extensive and dispersed alluvial, quartz and deep lead gold mining, 
large parts of the Bendigo urban area and the surrounding public land and forests are riddled with the 
remains of mining sites and relics. Large areas within urban Bendigo are abandoned mining areas held 
as public land under various forms of management and are constrained by this and present hazards 
due to soil and mining spoil contamination. Only Ballarat, of the regional cities, has a similar constraint 
and Bendigo’s areas are far more extensive than those found in Ballarat 

There are many areas in the Bendigo region that are contaminated with Arsenic and/or Cyanide, lead, 
tin and other heavy metals, due to the mining processes in the region.  These areas include properties 
either on or adjacent to public land. The risk for the City of Greater Bendigo managing and/or owning 
public land is the likelihood of exposure to soil containing heavy metals, arsenic and cyanide via either 
direct or indirect ingestion to humans, flora and fauna (including domestic animals). There are many 
challenges for increasing the use of public land for recreational activities, including identification of 
highly contaminated properties, appropriate remediation methods, and ongoing maintenance and 
management.

Additional requirements by the Environment Protection Authority (EPA) also present challenges in 
terms of clean fill soil assessment prior to use as cover on a contaminated property/public land. In 
addition to this the City is required to notify EPA of contaminated properties. This also poses a 
challenge as there is a current lack of understanding of the extent of contamination on public land. 
Therefore, the City will need to prove that properties that are not notified to EPA have been sampled 
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and confirmed as not of risk to the community. This will require testing of all public land, which will 
be a time consuming and costly process.

There is also the challenge of community engagement, the City does not have experience of providing 
messaging regarding contaminated public land to the community. This will require either engaging a 
media relations officer with this experience or possibly requesting assistance from the EPA.

The exact expectations of the EPA are also unclear, which also provides a new challenge for the City 
to undertake the appropriate quantity of assessment and work on public land properties.

The identification of high-risk properties requires a high level of experience and expertise in 
contaminated land to determine which properties are most at risk. There are a limited number of 
available consultants to undertake this type of specific work. The standard process for remediation of 
these sites is to cover with clean fill, cap with topsoil and revegetate the property with all season 
grasses. The success of this process can be dependent upon availability of the expert consultant, the 
time required to undertake the process particularly if an Audit is required, community concerns, and 
funding to complete all works required to provide a safe property for public uses. 

The City in the Forest

There is great opportunity to protect, enhance and create biodiversity corridors and renaturalised 
landscapes to support local flora & fauna during planning for a growing population. The protection 
and enhancement of native vegetation minimising further habitat loss, reducing devaluation of land 
by reducing erosion and salinity, protecting bio-system services like cleansing of water and air and 
safeguard ongoing gene flow to secure biodiversity. To accomplish this strict protection and 
enhancement guidelines must be implemented and adhered to.  

Remnant vegetation including large established trees requires adequate and untouched protection 
buffers to remain viable and ongoing funds are required to maintain and improve the quality of these 
landscapes.  

Depending on the type and quality of the corridor or landscape the level of public access needs to be 
carefully considered as these areas can be sensitive to overuse and misuse.  Community expectations 
and the ongoing management of these assets needs to be established and addressed in the early 
planning stages.  

Early consultation with local government and DELWP is key to identify these landscapes and 
establishing the required protection measures that would need to be put in place to ensure it functions 
and is a viable asset.  

The urban forest interface is highly valued by the broader Bendigo community with the City often 
referred to as the ’City in the Forest’.

This is a unique situation and is often a reason people move to Bendigo. However, not all the forest is 
on public land and ensuring adequate planning controls are available to protect areas of forest on 
private land, effectively creating this ring of forest is critically important. Private land plays an 
important role in achieving biolinks or biodiversity corridors. However public land is critically 
important and forms a basic network of linkages within the urban area and into the wider rural 
landscape. There are examples where the City has undertaken recent policy and planning work which 
focuses attention of achieving increased biodiversity and ecological outcomes for the community and 
nature. These include the Greater Bendigo Public Space Plan, Reimagining Bendigo Creek, and 
Greening Greater Bendigo.  
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Managing bushfire risk at the interface between forested areas and urban development is a key 
challenge for Bendigo. State policy is that the protection of human life must be prioritised over all 
other policy directions and this is best achieved through providing some sort of managed buffer at the 
interface. Ways in which this can be achieved include having a perimeter road and the interface, 
dwelling setback requirements or preferably open space. The key is about how this interface area is 
managed. Open space is typically managed to a high level – it doesn’t get over grown, there is regular 
maintenance, etc. Road reserves are managed but to a lesser degree and the assumption is that 
private land at the interface has no/minimal vegetation management.

The other challenge in managing bushfire risk is the isolated areas of bush and other unmanaged land 
that are within the urban area that could be subject to ember attack on days of extreme or code red 
fire danger. This is how the Black Saturday fires got within 1.5km of the City Centre. These areas are 
more difficult to manage as we are dealing with historical development patterns and any bushfire 
treatments tend to me more resource intensive.

The forthcoming Managed Growth Strategy will be looking in detail at how these interface areas can 
be managed to minimise bushfire risk and meet State planning policy.

Possible Resolutions

Suggested initiatives for the Bendigo Region are listed below. This is not an exhaustive list and there 
may be many other opportunities that are not captured below.

Land Contamination
- Providing funding opportunities or support for the identification, investigation and remediation 

of contaminated or otherwise compromised land
- Fostering inter-agency cooperation in the management of public open spaces, public space 

constraints and planning for spaces and facilities. This could be achieved via combined agency 
plans, committees and funding opportunities for projects

- Increasing clarity regarding management of contaminated public land, is it the land owner or 
the manager who is responsible? Providing mechanisms for coordination and cooperation on 
this across agencies, land owners and managers

- Increasing communication with the community regarding matters of public land management 
including around contamination, development constraints and the responsibilities

Funding
- Increasing resources for passive open space and facilities, spaces and services associated with 

casual and informal use and enjoyment of public spaces
- Ensure funding opportunities are distributed throughout communities, encouraging equity in 

access and provision
- Funding opportunities should be reoriented to enable holistic responses to large scale 

problems. Rather than funding being distributed in small parcels for finite outcomes, larger 
funding opportunities should be created to allow holistic change at varying scales in accordance 
with good planning. 

- Expansion of the definitions and terms for public space to include in between spaces such as 
streetscapes, laneways and connections to allow holistic offerings for communities.

Democratising Public Space Management
- Greater investment, coordination and support for community involvement in park management 

activities. This may involve friends of groups, however increasingly community is looking for 
episodic volunteering opportunities coordinated by park managers.
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- Greater clarity around appropriate uses. An example includes the need for an approved and 
signed system of tracks and trails in the Bendigo Regional Park and Greater Bendigo National 
Park and a program of active closure of unnecessary and eroding tracks.

- Actively encouraging and investing in more citizen science programs as a way of increasing a 
connection to and appreciation of nature. This could be linked to threaten species programs. 

- Re-establishing the Spring in the Bendigo Bush Program. A former program of events that 
encouraged the community to visit parks with expert guides in spring when the wildflowers are 
at their best. 

- Introduction of community based advisory committees as a way of involving community in park 
planning and management decision making processes. 

- An on-going and sustained commitment to community education and to a coordinated 
enforcement of the rules and regulations that are designed to protect these assets for future 
generations to enjoy.                  
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