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Submission to the Inquiry into 

Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations 

BEAM Mitchell Environment Group is based in the rapidly-growing peri-urban Shire of Mitchell 
north of Melbourne.  The southern part of the Shire around Wallan and Beveridge is in the 
Melbourne Growth Area and has large residential estates that are growing rapidly.  The three 
main towns north of the Divide – Kilmore, Broadford and Seymour – are also growing as 
people move out to a more rural or country-town lifestyle within a reasonable distance by car 
or train from Melbourne. 

Over the past five years, long overdue Structure Plans have been developed for Wallan, 
Wandong/Heathcote Junction, Kilmore and Seymour and draft plans are currently available 
for review for Broadford.  These plans are a compromise between the pressure for growth 
and development and the protection of the environment, open space and agricultural 
production.  The plans define town boundaries that greatly enlarge the envelopes for each of 
the towns.  Open space is recognised within the towns as reserves and corridors, some as 
remnant patches of vegetation and some a corridors along waterways or lines of old trees in 
road reserves. 

Outside the towns, Mitchell Shire contains large areas of farmland with a few small but 
significant protected patches of natural bushland mostly managed by Parks Victoria.  The 
largest of these are Tooborac NCR at 320ha and Mount Piper NCR at 96ha.  The Shire also 
has very large areas of forest land in the Tallarook and Mount Disappointment Forests to the 
east and Tooborac State Forest and Cobaw State Forest to the west.  These are managed 
by DELWP but under pressure from logging by VicForests.  Mitchell Shire no national parks. 

1. The benefits of accessing and using different types of environmental 
infrastructure 

As a general overview, we refer to the following publications: 

Parks Forum (2008).  The Value of Parks. Produced in partnership with IUCN World 
Commission on Protected Areas (WCPA) and The People and Parks Foundation. 
ISBN 978-0-646-49197-4 (no longer available on line) 

Parks Victoria (undated).  Valuing Victoria’s Parks.  Accounting for ecosystems and 
valuing their benefits: Report of first phase findings.  Although the focus is more on the 
larger parks, the ranges of benefits are relevant to all parks however small.   
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mailto:beam.inc18@gmail.com
hrosssod
Typewritten Text
Environmental Infrastructure InquirySubmission S147Received 28/09/2020



DELWP (2017).  Protecting Victoria's Environment – Biodiversity 2037. 

 

Environmental benefits 

The reports above clearly show the environmental and ecological benefits of parks – 
and even isolated trees and roadside avenues of trees on public and private land.  
These benefits flow on to us in many different ways, generally described as 
“ecosystem services”.  These benefits are recognised in Biodiversity 2037.   

One of the goals in this plan is:  “Victoria has functioning plant and animal populations, 
improved habitats and resilient ecosystems, even under climate change.”.   

Despite these statements, our wild populations are in decline and ecosystems are 
becoming more vulnerable to the impact of people.  So the networks of parks and 
reserves and corridors and scattered trees are a very important framework for 
rebuilding populations and ecological resilience even in urban areas. 

Health benefits 

There are many benefits for physical and mental health.  Exercise is combined with 
interactions with nature.  Parks can provide an escape from the confines of urban life 
and the opportunity for find a place that is quiet and away from other people, or can be 
a place that brings people together in sharing an appreciation pf nature.  Access to 
parks is a big issue in areas where people live in small allotments or apartments – see 
the recent article in The Age.   

Importantly parks provide all this free to everyone, and this should be viewed as a 
good investment in community health and wellbeing. 

Appreciation of nature 

We need people to appreciate and understand nature and its role in our lives.  We 
have an economic system that devalues nature, and this has led to the degradation of 
the ecosystems that provide life-support to all of us and to the natural world, leading to 
the emerging extinction crisis.   

Biodiversity 2037 identifies the need to get people out into nature, with the goal that 
“Victorians value nature;  Victorians understand that their personal wellbeing and the 
economic wellbeing of the state are dependent on the health of the natural 
environment”.   

This appreciation of nature has been boosted as people in Covid lockdown access 
their local parks instead of travelling outside their local area for exercise and 
relaxation.  We have seen a big increase in people using our local parks.  People with 
an appreciation of natural areas will care for and protect these areas.  A growing 
community appreciation of nature may even change the ways Councillors, planners 
and developers treat natural areas, either because they personally appreciate the 
values of nature or because they are aware that the community demands it. 

Transport 

Cities are over-run by the infrastructure needed for cars and trucks.  Many natural 
corridors have been lost with roads built in the only available corridors free of 
development such as creeklines.  This attitude to public open space needs re-thinking.  
We have recently successfully argued against a Northern Highway bypass through the 
Monument Hill Reserve in Kilmore, and for the protection of corridors of old trees in 
local Structure Planning. 

On the other hand, more and more people are looking at walking and riding between 
their homes and work/school/shops/recreation facilities/etc.  They are seeking safe 

https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/park-strife-looms-in-suburbs-where-green-space-is-in-short-supply-20200921-p55xli.html


and pleasant places to travel.  Footpaths are available along roadsides, and bike 
routes are slowly developing but also mainly along roads.   

A majority of people are reluctant to ride because of the proximity to cars and trucks.  
In an American survey cited in the Victorian Cycling Strategy 2018-2026 (here) 
“interested but concerned cyclists are the largest group, and they vary in age and 
cycling ability. They are curious about cycling and like to ride but are afraid to do so 
and put off by the need to ride close to motor vehicles and pedestrians, especially on 
higher-speed, higher-volume roads or where conflicts are more likely. This indicates 
that investment in cycling infrastructure to make it safer and lower-stress is worthwhile, 
to encourage interested but concerned people to cycle”. 

Open space corridors can provide safer, healthier and more pleasant places to ride 
and walk.  They will encourage the change from cars to active transport, and this will 
have the additional benefits of less household income spent on transport and less 
pollution and carbon emissions. 

In Mitchell Shire, the Great Victorian Rail Trail (see here) begins at Tallarook, and 
there are early plans for an extension of the O’Keefe Rail Trail south from Heathcote to 
Kilmore (see here).  Kilmore, Broadford and Seymour have small trails along 
waterways.  But none of these are part of a more integrated network of trails needed 
for routine trips in and around the local townships. 

Economic benefits 

Generally, the creation of urban areas with town centres and good open spaces and 
trails creates the lifestyle that many people seek as residents and the attractions that 
bring visitors to the towns.   

Mitchell Shire has numerous natural attractions for residents and visitors.  Seymour 
has the Goulburn River Walking Trail and the Australian Light Horse Memorial Park 
that combines natural bushland and military history.  Broadford has extensive walking 
trail networks along creeklines and the significant Colin Officer Flora Reserve.  Kilmore 
has Monument Hill. 

However, many of our larger parks and reserves are not so accessible from townships 
(particularly for walkers and cyclists), and many of the smaller bushland areas around 
the towns are under threat from urban growth.   

2. the impact of population growth in Melbourne and regional centres on the 
provision and preservation of environmental infrastructure  

Population growth is having a huge impact on environmental assets, with urban and 
peri-urban growth spreading into rural and forest areas and from the overuse of our 
forests by logging, firewood collection and motorised recreation. 

Why growth? 

All the local structure plans assume that growth will happen and we need to provide 
land for this growth.  Our whole economic system is reliant on growth and in Australis, 
a lot of that growth is in residential development.  And there is a demand – and need - 
for affordable housing.  But does it have to be everywhere?  Country towns are now 
dormitory suburbs and will soon be completely over-run by housing.  The structure 
plans take this as a given, and try to set up a minimal network of open space between 
hosing areas and transport routes.  Many local people do not want this massive loss of 
landscape and amenity in rural areas. 

 

 

https://transport.vic.gov.au/-/media/tfv-documents/walking-and-cycling/victorian-cycling-strategy-2018-28.pdf
https://www.railtrails.org.au/index.php?option=com_railtrails&view=trail&id=90&Itemid=213
https://bendigokilmorerailtrail.com/


Loss of land to urban and rural residential development 

Mitchell Shire is growing very rapidly, mostly due to urban and some rural 
development.  This is creating big conflicts between developers and governments 
wanting more land for housing and local people caring for their rural lifestyles and local 
environment.   

1. Residential subdivisions have increased in density well beyond the traditional 
house and backyard of the past. There is growing pressure for small allotments 
and apartments to deal with the housing crisis.  This reduces the footprint of 
each residence but increases the density of people particularly closer to town 
and city centres.  It also means there is little room for private open space with 
trees and gardens.  This means that public open space is even more important. 

2. More broadly, a succession of planning decisions have reduced green wedges 
to narrow corridors with greatly reduced ecological diversity or function.  Open 
space is still an ad hoc process addressing each development separately and 
driven by developers and the pressure for housing rather than having a big 
picture that would protect natural values and create the open-space networks 
and spaces needed by people and biodiversity. (see more below). 

3. An additional issue is the loss of peri-urban agriculture and the many benefits 
of local food production accessible to people from local towns and from 
Melbourne.  Farmers markets and farm gate sales are adding a lot of value to 
this farming zone. 

Loss of landscape and environmental assets to urban development 

1. Landscape is being transformed.  We recognise baseline syndrome- that the 
current mix of farmland and bush is the way it has always been.  But there is 
continual change, and it should be recognised that residential developments 
will never be seen as an positive change.  The impact is greatest where 
housing pushes higher in the landscape to visibly cover all the hills and slopes, 
as we have seen over the past 20 years north of Craigieburn.  Seeing a wider 
natural landscape beyond the front door is part of that mental well-being and 
appreciation of nature mentioned above. 

2. Every bit of land is vulnerable to growth and development, and natural assets 
are being squeezed.  In a local example, development adjacent to a narrow 
corridor of old-growth trees is having an impact right into the root zones of the 
trees.  The width of these corridors is insufficient to maintain healthy 
ecosystems buffered from the impacts of urban development.  Similarly, 
isolated trees, if they are allowed to remain at all, are encircled by bulldozers 
preparing development sites.  In these situations, the trees cannot survive for 
long, and all the values of those trees and ecosystems will be lost.  

3. Where native vegetation is removed and offsetting applies under the Planning 
Scheme, the old growth and the essential components of ecosystems are lost 
to the local environment.  Replanting cannot replace what was lost and often 
occurs somewhere else anyhow. 

4. Urban development distorts the hydrology of streams.  When it rains, hard 
surfaces speed flows causing local flooding and effectively getting rid of the 
water, and preventing recharge of the ground-water.  During drier periods, most 
creeks are chains of ponds that are maintained by ground-water flows.  They 
are effectively ground-water dependent ecosystems.  Open space – 
including retention basins – help to hold the water in the environment and allow 
recharge of the essential ground water systems.  Without recharge, the 
streams will die. 

 



Recommendations 

Develop broad plans across the peri-urban fringe of Melbourne that limits the 
footprint and localities of residential growth and ensures that large green spaces 
and wedges will continue to exist. 

Improve planning processes to recognise and protect the environmental, 

agricultural and community values of open space. 

Amount of open space 

Ecosystem requirements 

In the report How much habitat is enough?” (see here), Bennett and others 
say:“Our research shows that the woodland bird community collapses below 10% 
cover - we must aim higher than this. In mosaics with 10-20% cover, many 
species are in decline but this is enough habitat to support sustainable populations 
of some species. However, to support most species present in woodland regions 
in southern Australia, an average of 30-35% native vegetation cover is 
necessary.”  Similar reports are available from other countries.  These habitat 
needs are unlikely to be achieved in urban areas but the mosaic of small parks, 
trees on roadsides and corridors along streams and other places can help to 
maintain the populations of at least some species in urban areas.  But it should 
also be acknowledged that urban development does destroy habitat for many 
species. 

People’s needs 

We are not sure what the current benchmarks are for the proportion of urban 
areas that should be available for active and passive recreation.  We reviewed the 
topic eight years ago using a range of references including: 

South Australian Active Living Coalition. March 2010. Creating active 
communities. How can open and public spaces in urban and suburban 
environments support active living? A literature review.  Research Summary 
in  

Victorian Environmental Assessment Council 2011 Metropolitan Melbourne 
Investigation: Final Report  State Government, Nicholson Street, East 
Melbourne.  http://www.veac.vic.gov.au/documents/VEAC152-MMI-Final-
Report-FINAL-low-res.pdf 

Although many different policies were applied in different planning schemes, we 
concluded that at least 10% of developments should be set aside for active and 
passive open space.  This open space would be a combination of encumbered 
land suitable for passive open space and open space contributions from 
developers. 

Recommendation 

Ensure that open space standards provide sufficient open space for people and the 
environment 

Environmental impacts on local forests. 

1. Being close to Melbourne, all the forests in Mitchell Shire attract a lot of 4WD 
and motorbike cowboys. Although we have these large areas of forest on our 
doorstep, they are places to be avoided particularly in weekends.  These 
vehicles damage roads and off-road sites, are very noisy, and make roads 
unpleasant and dangerous places for other cars, walkers and cyclists.  The 
forests could be so much better for people who want to appreciate nature or 

http://lwa.gov.au/products/pn30050
http://www.veac.vic.gov.au/documents/VEAC152-MMI-Final-Report-FINAL-low-res.pdf
http://www.veac.vic.gov.au/documents/VEAC152-MMI-Final-Report-FINAL-low-res.pdf


use the forests for exercise and health reasons if vehicle activity was 
controlled. 

2. Logging is another big issue in these forests.  It damages ecosystems and 
threatens already vulnerable wildlife species.  It creates no-go areas in the 
forests and adds trucks into the mix of vehicles to be avoided.  

3. An additional pressure is the people who come to the country for firewood.  
Trailer-loads of wood can be seen returning to Melbourne (and local places) in 
weekends, leaving roadsides and small reserves depleted of trees and logs 
that enhance ecosystems.  Council has limited resources for policing this.  

All this activity increases erosion into the streams and reservoirs (such as Sunday 
Creek Reservoir) that are the water supplies for local farms and towns.  The only 
protected catchments are those supplying Melbourne.  With climate change, the value 
of the forests as water catchments will become more and more important. 

VEAC’s investigation into the Central Western Forests of Victoria recommended 
changes in the status, uses and management of the Cobaw forest and other forests 
further west, and we would like to see a similar investigation in our local forests. 

Recommendations: 

Instigate a VEAC investigation into the forests around Mitchell Shire. 

Cease logging in the forests in favour of recreation, conservation and catchment 
values. 

Establish national parks or other reserves that recognise natural and recreational 

values and restricts the more destructive uses of the forests  

3. differences in the availability of environmental infrastructure between 
different suburbs and between different regional centres 

Local towns 

Broadford and Seymour in Mitchell Shire have good open-spaces for recreation.  But, 
despite the Structure Plans, residential growth is squeezing the remaining corridors.  
The challenge is to link them together with off-road trails and roadside paths and bike 
lanes, and to extend these networks throughout the towns and into the growth areas.  
Kilmore has less infrastructure.   

Wallan grew very rapidly well before the Structure Plan was developed and enacted.  
Consequently, Wallan has little open space and a lot of walking and bicycle access is 
along roads.  The Plan does allow for more open space where possible but the town 
needs more support to acquire and develop open space and trail networks. 

Wallan Wallan Regional Park 

Herne’s Swamp and nearby Mount Fraser have all been proposed for a northern 
metropolitan regional park on the southern edge of Wallan.  Urban development is 
spreading north with no large parks for p[rovide an alternative landc=scape for 
people to visit.  Support for the Wallan Wallan Regional Park is growing from the 
local community and from agencies wanting to create large parks and water 
management basins (see here).  A regional park based around Hernes Swamp 
would provide: 

• a significant area for conservation of these ecosystems and the flora and fauna 
species reliant on these ecosystems 

• a large area for various types of passive recreation not available in the smaller 
parks in urban areas  

• a regional magnet for tourism 

https://mcmc.org.au/2-uncategorised/786-bringing-herne-swamp-back-to-life


• a significant flood buffer linked to the Merri Creek system. As the hard surface 
areas in townships such as Wallan expand and climate change threatens us with 
more major rainfall events, such a buffer would also help ameliorate flood events 
further down the Merri Creek and into Melbourne. 

Cost of local parks 

Mitchell Shire does not have the rate base to provide for all the demands on its 
services.  One consequence is that it has limited funds to acquire open space outside 
the various planning processes such as encumbrances and open-space contributions 
(see below).  It also has limited funds for maintenance of parks and reserves, and 
there has been a reluctance by the Council to acquiring more land to be managed by 
the Council.  Consequently, open space contributions have been waived in several 
instances.  

Volunteers groups play a significant role in local parks: Wallan Environment Group in 
Hadfield Park, Wallan; Friends of Monument Hill (and Kilmore Creek) in Kilmore;  
BEAM Mitchell Environment Group, Broadford Land Management Group and Friends 
of Mount Piper in Broadford in Broadford; committees of management for Seymour 
Bushland Park and Australian Light Horse Memorial Park in Seymour.  All these 
groups have protected and enhanced their local parks and have gone well beyond 
the capacity of the Council to maintain their reserves.  And there are many other local 
volunteers involved in Clean-up Australia Day and National Tree Day. 

Recommendations 

Provide Mitchell Shire with legal and financial support to acquire and develop open 
space. 

Create the Wallan Wallan Regional Park 

4. the effectiveness of current legislation and planning provisions in 
securing environmental infrastructure 

We question whether the State rules adequately address the need to protect 
biodiversity and open space in growth areas: 

Native Vegetation Clearing Regulations 

While these still favour removal and offsetting over avoidance and minimisation, the 
destruction of natural assets will continue.  Large old-growth trees are not adequately 
protected following some watering down of the rules that would prevent their 
destruction.  Even when they are not removed, the rules that should protect the root 
zones and allow for buffering vegetation are ineffective.  These are irreplaceable in our 
lifetime and the lifetimes of the many species who rely on these trees and ecosystems. 

Open-space Contributions 

While we are unsure of the current rules, there has been a lot of discussion that the 
5% rule is not enough, and is not routinely applied.  We reviewed this a few years ago 
and consider that  

• all subdivisions increase the population and the demand for (and pressure on) 
open space and bushlands, so should incur an open space contribution, however 
small the subdivision.  

• contributions should go into a trust that allows Councils to purchase open space 
according to a plan for open-space in the town or locality of the subdivision (so 
that it can benefit the new residents in that subdivision) 

• open-space contributions should be used to create at least 10% of land available 
as large, accessible and ecologically viable open spaces. 



Recommendations 

Change Native Vegetation Clearing Regulations to better value and protect existing 
native vegetation 

Enhance and ensure implementation of Open-space Contribution schemes. 

5. Existing delays or obstacles to securing environmental infrastructure 

Planning processes are the big obstacle:  Although most of the options for managing 
development are in the Planning Scheme, the planning process is slow and often 
inadequate to deal with the tidal wave from Melbourne. 

Pro-active planning 

Structure plans, open space plans and transport plans have not kept up with the 
pressures of development.  The result is that residential developments occur where 
they adversely affect future plans for open space and roads.  This is most obvious in 
Wallan and Kilmore.  The Northern Highway Bypass of these towns would have been 
a much easier process (and the route much less circuitous) if the towns hadn’t 
sprawled outwards blocking options.  Similarly, open space corridors are now 
restricted to narrow corridors more protected as roadsides or encumbered land such 
as creeklines rather than by any open-space considerations. 

Planning processes in Mitchell Shire are reeling in some of the backlog, but most 
structure plans have actions such as “develop an open space strategy” and defer final 
decisions to negotiations with developers over development plans.  All this defers the 
final decisions and still leaves the options for good networks of parks and corridors 
vulnerable to developers. 

Recommendations: 

Development and inclusion of Plans into Planning Schemes be expedited with State 
funding  

Creeping subdivisions 

In rural areas, subdivisions in rural living zones seem to occur without the open-space 
contributions or encumbrances.  This means that there are no provisions to protect 
biodiversity assets or establish the broad networks of reserves and open space or 
even set aside land for major transport routes.   

Changes from Rural Zone to Rural Living subdivisions are affecting a large part of 
Mitchell Shire and there are few controls on land use apart from the NVCR (which 
does not protect vegetation from the “death by a thousand cuts associated with 
farming activities and general “tidying up” of biodiversity assets).  These subdivisions 
are now a barrier to anything but ad hoc development as each landholder tries to 
further subdivide their land. 

Rural conservation zones are rarely applied.  In Mitchell Shire, they are restricted to 
areas of the mountain forests adjacent to the Tallarook and Mount Disappointment 
State Forests that are just too steep to develop anyway.  This zoning is not used to 
protect green wedges or other conservation assets.  Covenants could also be applied 
in some places.  This zoning identifies areas where no future development/subdivision 
can occur – and would be opposed - for environmental and landscape reasons.  
However, this zoning and covenanting only works if the properties are monitored and 
violations prosecuted.  This rarely happens. 

Another consequence of creeping subdivisions is that, when these smaller lots are 
subdivided as residential lots, they do not seem to be subject to any open-space 
contributions (see above). 



Recommendations 

Land outside residential zones also be subject to rules that protect biodiversity assets 
and provide for future reserves and open-space networks. 

6. The impact of COVID-19 on the importance, use and design of 
environmental infrastructure  

We have noticed a great increase in the numbers of people using local parks in all the 
towns in Mitchell Shire.  Before Covid, walkers and cyclists were rare.  Now is a great 
opportunity to improve access and enhance the experience of park users. 

1. Many people do not know about their local parks.  Previous publicity efforts have 
been disregarded as irrelevant by people at thsat time.  Now they are relevant to 
people.  Maps as on-site displays, paper brochures and on-line links need to be 
created and made available. 

2. Access remains a big issue.  People are driving to these local parks and this is, at 
least in part, because there are no access links or people are unaware of links 
between residential areas and local parks.   

3. Some of the trail and park infrastructure is not adequate to cope with the increase 
in usage.  We have been working as a volunteer group with local Council reserves 
in Broadford.  We have greatly enhanced the vegetation and the attractions of the 
reserves but the trails we created remain as dirt trails that can be boggy in places.  
Trails need to be upgraded from dirt tracks to gravel tracks with drainage. 

Amenities in parks managed by Parks Victoria are often in poor condition, coming 
down from a good and well-maintained level of 20-30 years ago.  This all comes 
down to the appalling reductions in funding by successive state Governments.  

4. Interpretation materials and infrastructure would enhance the experiences of 
visitors and appreciation of the natural values of the reserves and the wider 
environment. 

Recommendations 

State to increase funding to Councils and Parks Victoria for parks, reserves and open-
space corridors to promote parks and open space trails to local residents, to improve 
access to parks and infrastructure in parks, and to enhance the experiences of park 
users. 

 

 

 

 

This submission was prepared by Dr Peter Mitchell on behalf of BEAM Mitchell 
Environment Group.   

The submission draws on many years of experience with groups including South West 
Goulburn Landcare, Broadford Land Management Groups and Friends of Mount Piper, 
and experience in the preparation of plans for vegetation management on private land 
and preparation of management plans for many of the Council’s bushland reserves.  

 




