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SUBMISSION 

 

INQUIRY INTO ENVIRONMENTAL INFRASTRUCTURE FOR GROWING 

POPULATIONS, 28 SEPTEMBER 2020 

 

 

Tēnā koutou/Dear Victorian Legislative Assembly Environment and Planning Committee 

 

We would like to thank you for inviting the Australian and New Zealand Association for 

Leisure Studies to make a submission to the Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for 

Growing Populations, as this is an area in which we have considerable expertise. 

 

The value of environmental infrastructure such as parks and open space, sporting fields, forest 

and bushland, wildlife corridors and waterways to people living within/close to urbanised areas 

cannot be overemphasised. There is abundant research of the benefits of such infrastructure to 

the physical and mental health of residents – providing that it is safe, accessible and well 

designed for their needs. The importance of including universal design principles within the 

planning, design and construction parameters cannot be overstated as the social sustainability 

must include people of all ages, life stages and abilities. 

 

Studies have shown that where environmental infrastructure provides people with the ability 

to connect with the outdoors (especially with green space) and opportunities for physical 

activity, they experience a reduction in stress and an improvement in mental health. Green 

spaces in cities are crucial in reducing obesity – whether this is through encouraging 

participation in formal team or individual sports, walking, play or other outdoor activities. This 

is especially so in built-up areas with medium to high density apartment dwellings, where 

outdoor spaces contribute significantly to the overall liveability of these areas. 

 

While the recent global COVID-19 pandemic has certainly highlighted the vital role of 

environmental infrastructure in providing urban dwellers with places of respite, peace and 

restoration during times of crisis, it has also raised issues of equity particularly across 

sociodemographic and geographic divides. 

 

There is an increasing recognition among government decision-makers around the world that 

best practice provision of environmental infrastructure should ensure residents have access to 

a high quality green space within 10 minutes walk (or roll) of their home. For example, Denver 

Parks and Recreation are using a new Parks and Recreation Equity Index map1 to drive their 

environmental infrastructure planning and land acquisition. Closer to home, the New South 

Wales Government Architect has recently released the ‘Greener Places’ urban green spaces 

design framework2 which has similar aspirations.  

 
1 https://denverite.com/2020/08/19/the-city-thinks-these-neighborhoods-have-the-greatest-need-for-new-
parks/ 
2 https://www.governmentarchitect.nsw.gov.au/policies/greener-places 
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However, living near a green space and being able to access that green space are not the same 

thing. The approach by which leisure infrastructure is planned is key to the provision of 

environmental infrastructure. Leisure planning, particularly for parks and open space, sporting 

fields, forest and bushland, wildlife corridors and waterways, should incorporate a continuous 

process that draws on a range of resources. These must include rigorous research through which 

community needs, attitudes and values are reviewed and evaluated by and with the community 

who will use the leisure infrastructure.  

 

In addition, some have argued that rather than simply adopting a standard, traditional ‘one-

size-fits-all 10 minute walk’ proximity criteria for planning, councils and governments should 

be more proactive. This would involve developing targets for increasing levels of participation 

in recreation and use of outdoor space that they wish to achieve in their communities, and then 

integrating these goals into planning.  

 

Thus, planning for community leisure and environmental infrastructure should:  

• Identify the scope for the infrastructure development by establishing goals, objectives 

and principles (including targets for increasing community participation). 

• Use rigorous research about:  

o community needs, wants and aspirations;  

o existing nearby facility provision;  

o leisure participation trends;  

o local and likely future demographics; 

o complementary programs, facilities and services, e.g., transport, welfare, 

health and specific population initiatives. 

• Use the data from the goals for the project and the data collected from the research to 

prepare a clearly documented plan; 

• Establish processes to monitor the plan’s implementation, evaluate the plan’s outputs 

and outcomes, and use the evaluation data to inform future environmental 

infrastructure developments. 

This leisure planning approach by and with the community guarantees the environmental 

infrastructure is responsive to communities’ wants and needs and is better able to respond to 

unexpected issues and circumstances, i.e., a pandemic. The continuous process is effective for 

the development of new infrastructure, and the care and maintenance of existing infrastructure. 

Where environmental infrastructure is not well maintained, is not well lit, has uneven footpaths, 

or feels unsafe for marginalised groups, this presents an equity issue that needs to be addressed. 

Older people and those with reduced mobility or health conditions, low-income residents, First 

Australians, ethnic minority peoples, women and people with disabilities all have a right to be 

able to access environmental infrastructure in close proximity to their homes, in a way that is 

safe and meaningful to them. These areas must also provide a respite from the temperature 

extremes that have been affecting summers and winters over the last two decades. 

 

Therefore, best practice suggests that working with stakeholder groups to listen to their 

concerns and understand their needs is fundamentally important. Research by our members has 

shown that if environmental infrastructure is designed and planned to be accessible by these 

stakeholder groups, the whole of society will benefit. Not to undertake such consultative 

practices could lead to development that is not fit for purpose and, hence, lead to inappropriate, 

ineffective and inefficient policy. 

 



Below we have provided a sample of relevant research from Australia and further afield that 

investigates the benefits of urban green space, and planning for urban space – as you can see, 

there is no shortage of research that finds environmental infrastructure beneficial for wellbeing 

at many levels and for many segments of the population. 

We look forward to being informed of the outcome of your deliberations, and thank you again 

for the opportunity to contribute. 

 

Ngā mihi nui/Kind regards 

 

 

 

 

Dr Trudie Walters 

President 

 

Submisson prepared by: 

 

Dr Trudie Walters, Department of Tourism, University of Otago 

Dr Richard McGrath, Allied Health and Human Performance, University of South Australia 

Kathryn McDonald, Institute of Health and Sport, Victoria University 

Dr John Tower, Recreation and Sport Management, Victoria University 

Professor Simon Darcy, UTS Business School, University of Technology Sydney 

Professor Tony Veal, UTS Business School, University of Technology Sydney 

 

For and on behalf of the Australian and New Zealand Association for Leisure Studies 
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