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Phone:  
 
 
28 September 2020 
 
 
Darren Cheeseman MP  
Chair, Environment and Planning Committee  
Legislative Assembly 
Parliament of Victoria 
 
 
 
Dear Mr Cheeseman 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide feedback to the Inquiry into Environmental 
Infrastructure for Growing Populations. As one of the largest Council’s in Victoria by land 
size, Yarra Ranges is highly cognisant of the importance of environmental infrastructure and 
the benefits it provides to both our community and the environment. The impact of COVID-
19 has further reinforced the importance of environmental infrastructure and the need to plan 
for future provision as popularity increases and populations grow. 
 
Benefits of accessing and using different types of environmental infrastructure 
 
Providing the community with access to a variety of environmental infrastructure to 
undertake active and passive recreation can assist in increasing community levels of health 
and wellbeing. This is particularly important in Yarra Ranges community as statistics show 
more people in Yarra Ranges are overweight, less are meeting the physical activity 
guidelines and more are suffering from psychological distress when compared to the 
Victorian average.  
 
In undertaking a situational analysis for the Yarra Ranges Recreation & Open Space 
Strategy 2020-2040 (in development), it has been estimated that the total spend on active 
recreation in Victoria was $8.3B. In Yarra Ranges, the total estimated spend is $193M. 
Despite this, the number of residents not meeting physical activity guidelines in Victoria is 
2.85M and in Yarra Ranges 79,000, or approximately half the resident population. Modelling 
indicates that there would be significant savings in healthcare costs from making physically 
inactive residents more active across their lifetime in Victoria and the Yarra Ranges. This 
would suggest that further investment in environmental infrastructure that is specifically 
targeted to increasing physical activity would not only have significant health benefits for 
individuals but would also substantially reduce future health care cost burden. 
 
The type and diversity of environmental infrastructure that the community has access to 
matters. Recent research suggests that residents with larger neighbourhood parks within 
1,600m from home engage in 150 minutes more recreational walking per week than those 
with smaller parks. Adults with a wide range of green spaces around their home report 37% 
lower hospitalisation rates and 16% lower self-reported rates of heart disease or stroke. 
Walkers exercising in urban parks report greater happiness and lower anger and depression 
scores.   
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While 25% of public transport users achieve >30 minutes of daily physical activity solely by 
walking to and from public transport, in the Yarra Ranges, many residents are reliant on 
cars, however, the largest percentage of car trips (approximately 1M per year) are less than 
3km. This gives optimism that with the right infrastructure alternative modes of transport, 
including walking and cycling, could substitute. Community feedback showed that separated 
bike paths/lanes would help more people riding and reduce the frustration of cars and bikes 
mixing in unsafe ways, along with increasing the footpath network in places where they 
currently don’t exist. 

Yarra Ranges (2%), is below the Melbourne average (5%) for people who use active 
transport only to get to work and only 11% of recorded education trips are completed by 
walking, with 65% of students being driven to school. These rates decreased over the last 
ten years and the proportion of people cycling to work among Yarra Ranges residents has 
more than halved in the period from 2006 to 2016. In Yarra Ranges recently adopted 
Integrated Transport Plan 2020-2040, Connected, providing more attractive options for those 
trips that can be done by foot, bicycle or public transport is a key priority. 

People who own dogs can often identify with some of the most disadvantaged within our 
community. Dogs are a recognised companion animal for people with a range of disabilities. 
Often older people within the community are dog owners as well as people from single 
person households. Research suggests that dog owners are between 2.5 and 4 times more 
likely to meet physical activity guidelines than non-dog owners, highlighting the importance 
of social recreation space that provides both trails and paths for on-lead walking and space 
for dog off-lead areas. 

While there has been a shifting focus from structured sport to unstructured activity in 
Australia, adequate provision of space for structured sport is equally important. For 
Victorians aged 15 years and above, it is estimated that 81% of physical recreation time is 
spent on active recreation. Within the Yarra Ranges community, more than 35,000 people 
are regularly physically active in their local open space. 

Council, with the support of Government and the community, is investing in environmental 
recreation assets, including three key Rivers & Ridges Projects: 

1. The Yarra Valley Trail- A 12km shared trail using the existing rail corridor connecting
Lilydale to Yarra Glen. Stage 1A from Lilydale to Yering Station on Macintyre Lane
opened to the community in December 2019. Stage 1B from Yering to Yarra Glen is
expected to commence construction late in 2020 and finished by the end of 2021.
Further stages extend to Healesville and then down to Woori Yallock to join the
Lilydale to Warburton Trail (both currently unfunded)

2. Warburton Mountain Bike Destination- 110km of MTB trials in and around the
township of Warburton, including Mt Donna Buang. Stage 1 funded at $11.3M.

3. RidgeWalk- A large scale art experience along a 39km walking track in the
Dandenong Ranges. The project will be a unique recreational, cultural and
educational experience with architectural nodes, sculpture, furniture, signage,
Aboriginal cultural and historic heritage interpretation that celebrate the landscape,
art, history and creativity of this special region of Yarra Ranges. RidgeWalk is funded
to $9.8 million.
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It is anticipated these projects will deliver 910,000 visitors per annum, create 597 jobs and 
inject $103 million in economic spend. The Warburton MTB project is currently going through 
an Environmental Effects Statement (EES) approval process, the first time either a project of 
this type, or with Council as the proponent, has been through such a process. One of the 
goals of Yarra Ranges Environment Strategy 2015-2025 was “local economies are 
strengthened by environmentally sustainable activities”. With eco-tourism continuing to gain 
in popularity, including significant investment in walking and Mountain Bike trails all around 
Australia, Victoria needs to ensure we plan, invest in and support these projects to ensure 
our communities benefit from these opportunities, or risk being left behind by other states 
that are more proactive in their support of such infrastructure. As we look for opportunities to 
recover post COVID-19, this is an area we should be looking to prioritise.  

 
Impacts of population growth on regional centres and peri-urban Councils and 
Differences in availability between suburbs and regional centres 
 
Often the demand for open space provision and programming, and the provision of 
associated infrastructure, is based on population growth and participation projections. 
However, an issue for regional and peri-urban Councils is that existing participation rates 
often start at a rate higher than urban areas. When compared against agreed urban 
benchmarking, rural and peri-urban Councils can register an adequate provision, however, 
given the existing higher rates of participation in structured sport, the benchmarked provision 
may not provide for the increase in participation rate that would impact community health 
and wellbeing. This provides significant barriers to rural and peri-urban areas in their ability 
to adequately supply their community and impacts the rates of Public Open Space Funding 
that can be set for these areas. The benchmarking needs to be higher in order to raise 
provision and provide adequate participation increases to meet health objectives in these 
areas. 
 
In comparing the rates of organised sports participation in the Melbourne East region over 
the years 2014-2015 and 2016-2017: 

• In 2016/2017, rates of sports participation in the Yarra Ranges were higher than the 
Melbourne East average.  

• In addition, of the seven LGA’s that make up the Melbourne East region, Yarra 
Ranges had the highest rate of organised sports participation by population at 18.6%. 

• Yarra Ranges experienced a rise in sports participation of over 31% from 2014/15 to 
2016/17. This was the highest increase of all LGA’s followed by Maroondah (27.9%). 

 
This has been highlighted by the unprecedented growth in female participation in traditional 
male dominated sports that has reinforced the inadequacy of the current open space 
provision for structured sport. Yarra Ranges has seen an increase of over 2,000 women and 
girls playing Aussie Rules, Cricket and Soccer over the past three years, with many clubs 
doubling the use of already stretched facilities. 
 
A recent review of open space provision in Yarra Ranges highlighted a critical issue of a 
shortfall of sport space (and expansion opportunities) in the Urban area (suburbs including 
Mooroolbark, Kilsyth, Chirnside Park, Montrose and Lilydale). In addition to this, the quality 
and access to high quality regional facilities is limited. It’s noted that within the draft 
Metropolitan Open Space Strategy, Regional Parks are located in most regions of 
Melbourne, however, there is no regional facility within the outer East. The lack of space 
within the Urban areas and the cost of land acquisition to enable the development of a 
regional park make this prohibitive. 
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Recent reviews of open space provision and quality, along with community feedback 
resulting from COVID-19 restrictions, indicate that there is an undersupply of dog off leash 
parks in Mt Evelyn, Warburton, Yarra Junction/Wesburn, Woori Yallock, Wandin and 
Belgrave/South Belgrave, Monbulk and Upwey.  
 
The recent acquisition of a large parcel of land in Coldstream by Yarra Valley Water may 
provide the opportunity for the development of a high quality regional park for the outer east, 
within reasonable proximity to urban areas. It is an idea Yarra Valley Water has shown early 
interest in. Currently, open space planning only allows for a 20 year horizon which means 
that the long term protection of land for open space is not planned for. Often, once the 
modelling indicates an undersupply of open space compared to future population growth, it 
is too difficult or cost prohibitive to acquire land to meet this demand in appropriate places. 
This emphasises the importance of partnerships and any potential land which is proximal to 
the Urban area (if not within the boundary), to protect the provision of large high quality, 
regional open space for future generations. The protection of land such as the Healesville 
Freeway Reserve is a case in point. 
 
The effectiveness of current legislation and the obstacles’ to secure environmental 
Infrastructure  
 
As identified earlier, the relatively small planning horizon to assess the adequacy in provision 
of open space makes the acquisition of large parcels of land cost prohibitive. Often when the 
inadequacy has been identified, usually through Councils open space reviews, the 
opportunity to acquire large parcels of this land for this purpose is lost. In high growth, green 
field corridors, adequate provision can be planned for. This is more difficult where population 
growth is largely accommodated through infill and redevelopment of existing infrastructure. It 
is imperative that opportunities to protect large parcels of land for open space is acted on, 
similar to the protection of land through land acquisition overlays within planning schemes 
identified for future infrastructure projects.  
 
In addition to this, it’s generally agreed that large parcels of public land are included within 
open space provision assessments, which allows enhanced and publically accessible land 
such as Albert Park to be included in these assessments. While this improves the count in 
urban localities, the same rule applied to peri-urban and rural Council areas provides a false 
positive outcome. In Yarra Ranges, for example, large tracts of National Park are 
inaccessible to the public, have limited infrastructure to promote or allow access, with access 
to these spaces considered to impact on the conservation values within the park. There are 
often conflicting priorities of managing and restricting access of these areas to protect high 
conservation values when compared with access for the community, which can result in 
changing access arrangements. Given the uncertainty of continued public access to this land 
and changing priorities as research in these areas continues, it is our view national parks 
should be excluded from open space assessments. 
 
The following observations can be made with regards to planning controls;  

• There are no State agreed guidelines included in State planning policy to guide the 
type of land that should be acquired through for the subdivision of land. Therefore it 
is up to local government to develop policy and negotiate with developers for 
unencumbered and usable space that meets size requirements to develop high 
quality parks.  

• While Yarra Ranges is identified in the Melbourne Metro Area there is no mention of 
Yarra Ranges within the associated Open Space in Melbourne metro areas policy.  
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• The current Local Policy relating to open space doesn’t provide any guidelines to 
guide future land acquisition. The time and amount of information it takes to process 
planning scheme amendments makes changes to local policy difficult and 
cumbersome, especially the percentage rate of public open space contributions 
required.  

• Current policy such as the provision of land available for residential use requires a 15 
year planning horizon.  

• Planning for open space needs much longer planning horizons of 50+ years to 
ensure public open space land can be acquired at reasonable cost. 

 
Impacts of COVID  
 
COVID-19 has highlighted and reinforced the benefits of environmental infrastructure for our 
community. In the absence of structured sport and with more time near home and with 
families, we have seen a doubling of use of our recreational trails and parks. This was 
highlighted by the fact that some high profile sites, such as the 1,000 Steps in the 
Dandenong’s and the Redwood Forest in East Warburton, had to be closed by Parks 
Victoria due to over-crowding. It further reinforced the popularity of such places and this type 
of infrastructure, and the need to provide more of it to give the community some alternatives. 
And with physical distancing likely to continue to be of importance, along with population 
growth, the need for more of these kinds of places for the community to visit and recreate in 
is critical. 
 
While there are some projects in the pipeline, the ability for Council, in partnership with 
Parks Victoria and/or DELWP to fund such developments is generally limited.  
 
The graph below shows the use of the Lilydale to Warburton Trail, with numbers doubling in 
use from 2019 to 2020. Projections for the use of the recently opened Yarra Valley Trail are 
also double expected volumes, with stage 1B being highly anticipated by the community.   
 

 

 
Physical distancing has proven to be a critical element in the fight against COVID-19, further 
reinforcing the need for large, open spaces for the community to have access to. With 
lifestyle behaviours likely to change during the COVID-19 recovery, we are anticipating the 
popularity and demand for environmental recreation assets to continue to grow. 
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Partnerships 
 
Strong, collaborative partnerships between organisations such as Melbourne Water, 
DELWP, Parks Victoria, Indigenous groups and local Council’s will be essential to develop 
and maintain assets into the future.   
 
The Yarra Ranges covers a total area of 244,700 ha: 2% is owned by Council, 30% is in 
private ownership and the remaining 68% is Crown land. Council’s own land management 
practices are limited to this 2%, which includes management of roadsides and Council-
owned bushland reserves. However, in its role as responsible planning authority, and 
through partnerships with Crown land managers such as Parks Victoria, Melbourne Water 
and DELWP, Council can advocate for and have influence over flora and fauna protection, 
habitat management, restoration and enhancement.  
 
A positive example of this is recent funding for the Yering Billabongs Project at Spadonis 
Reserve, which will see 100 hectares of the Yarra River floodplain restored in a staged 
approach to functional billabongs, over two sites – providing stormwater management at a 
strategic point in the Yarra’s rural reach, enhancing biodiversity at critical points on the flood 
plain, and supporting diverse recreation and environmental volunteering opportunities for 
generations to come. 
 
Local volunteer groups are also important partners for Council. Landcare, environmental 
groups and friends of specific reserves significantly broaden the amount and variety of 
environmental work being undertaken across the municipality. These groups, along with 
Council, promote environmental responsibility and provide opportunities for residents to be 
involved in local initiatives. The recommendations from the Yarra Strategic Plan will be 
important to focus not only on the health of this as a waterway but in identifying other 
environmental assets that can be developed, enhanced and protected, while providing other 
benefits to the community.  
 
At the heart of Yarra Ranges Environment Strategy 2015-2025 was the vision:  

 
We are dedicated to making Yarra Ranges a place of thriving communities, at home 
in healthy landscapes. 

 
It is important the community is at the centre of environment management and that the 
balance between protection and community use is managed appropriately. The community 
is tenure blind. They don’t often know, or care, who owns or manages the land, just how it is 
developed and maintained for their use and benefit.  
 
In addition, the use of education department land will be an important driver for access to 
increased structured open space in the future. With many assets that sit idle after 3pm, there 
is a significant opportunity to develop and use this land for increased community use, while 
at the same time enhancing the facilities for the school. There are some examples of 
increasing cooperation for this to occur, but challenges with the cost of development, 
maintenance and renewal are yet to be fully solved.  
 
In summary, our key feedback is: 

• The importance of environment infrastructure has never been more evident than 
during COVID-19, with use more than doubling on many trails, parks and attractions. 

• The lack of infrastructure to support active transport is significant and the distances 
required for residents to access suitable open space is severely limiting physical 
activity.  
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• Research shows residents with larger neighbourhood parks close to home (<1,600m) 
engage in 150 minutes more recreational walking per week than those with smaller 
parks.  

• Research as part of our Recreation & Open Space Strategy 2020-2040 Review has 
indicated that with population growth, changing trends and to meet the health & well-
being needs of our community, by 2040, Yarra Ranges are likely to require an 
additional 200 hectares of appropriate open space. With rate capping and a likely 
challenging post-COVID-19 financial environment, there is a limitation on Council’s 
ability to finance the associated land acquisition and infrastructure development. 

• The ability to increase open space provision is more difficult where population growth 
is largely accommodated through infill and redevelopment of existing infrastructure. 

• The critical need to protect the Healesville Freeway Reserve for future open space 
provision along with the identification of the land in the outer East for a significant 
regional park catering for both structured and unstructured recreation, possibly in 
partnership with Yarra Valley Water. 

• The delivery of the Yarra River Strategic Plan is critical for everyone. 

• The importance of strong, collaborative partnerships between organisations such as 
Melbourne Water, DELWP, Parks Victoria, Indigenous Groups, the Department of 
Education and local Council’s will be essential to protect, develop, enhance and 
maintain all assets into the future.   

 
Thank you again for the opportunity to comment. Should you require any further information, 
feel free to contact Phil Murton, Manager - Recreation, Projects & Parks on  or at 

, and we look forward to the outcomes of the inquiry.  
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 

Tammi Rose 
Chief Executive Officer 
Yarra Ranges Council 
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