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1 October 2020 

The Secretariat 
Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations  
Victorian Legislative Assembly Environment and Planning Committee 
Parliament of Victoria 
Parliament House, Spring Street 
East Melbourne VIC 3002 

Dear Committee Manager, By email: eii@parliament.vic.gov.au 

Re: Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations 

As the Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability, I welcome the opportunity to make a submission to the 
Inquiry for Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations in Victoria. I am committed to preparing best-
practice, independent science-based reports to inform policymakers, scientists and the wider Victorian 
community.  

I note that the Inquiry will be a “wide-ranging review by the Legislative Assembly’s Environment and Planning 
Committee [that] will consider community access to parks and open space, sporting fields, forest and bushland, 
wildlife corridors and waterways”. This submission will focus on those considerations, noting that State of the 
Environment (SoE) reporting undertaken by my team also considers the role of engineered infrastructure in 
achieving environmental outcomes such as water supply, waste disposal, pollution control services, spatial data 
and remote sensing technologies, and infrastructure for protection from extreme events (e.g. sea walls). 

The five-yearly Victorian State of the Environment (SoE) Report is Victoria’s comprehensive report card on the 
health of Victoria’s natural environment. The SoE 2018 Report analyses 170 indicators across 13 themes (e.g. 
land, air, water, waste and resource recovery, transport and energy), providing the State’s most extensive 
independent scientific assessment. The report tells Victorians about the health of our environment – our land, 
our water, our air and our ecosystems. The report shows us where we are doing well, and where we need to 
improve. 

This submission will also contribute to four key terms of reference for this Inquiry: 

1. The benefits of using different types of environmental infrastructure; 

2. The impacts of population growth in Melbourne and regional areas on the provision and preservation 

of environmental infrastructure; 

3. Examples of best-practice infrastructure and innovative approaches to securing environmental 

infrastructure in other jurisdictions; and 

mailto:eii@parliament.vic.gov.au
https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/reports/state-environment-2018
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4. The impacts of COVID-19 on the importance, use and design of environmental infrastructure. 

My submission to this Inquiry centres on relevant research, insights and recommendations to the Victorian 
Government from the SoE 2018 and other ‘state-of’ reports produced by my office over a five-yearly cycle. 
Including the State of the Yarra and its Parklands (SoY), State of the Bays (SotBs) and State of the Forests (SoF), 
as well as my latest publication, the Science for Sustainable Development framework. This framework provides 
guidance for all reports that will be prepared by my office as part of the SoE 2023 reporting cycle. These reports 
also feature a ‘Future Focus’ section with a view to help focus government on key areas to support 
environmental improvements over the coming decades.  

The Future Focus areas include: 

1. The physical impacts of climate change; 

2. Reducing Victoria’s carbon footprint; 

3. Clued up citizens shaping business and government practices; 

4. Disruptive technologies; and  

5. Natural resource constraints. 

This submission is written in the context of our pioneering work applying the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) to environmental reporting in Victoria. Victoria is forecast to grow at an average rate 
of 1.5 per cent per annum, to almost 8 million citizens by 2031, and 10 million by 2051. The SDGs provide a 
holistic, integrated blueprint for a sustainable future which relates directly to environmental infrastructure for 
growing populations. 

There are four critical aspects of the SDG framework that make it highly relevant for environmental 
infrastructure leadership and planning. The SDGs provide: 

1. A pre-prosecuted framework for reporting across complex and disparate areas of social, economic and 

environmental policy; 

2. A framework that is internationally agreed and widely supported; 

3. A common language for measuring progress against diverse goals and targets; and 

4. Broad support from across business, government and community.  

My submission addresses the Inquiry’s terms of reference with the four objectives (above) in mind. 

https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/reports/state-yarra-and-its-parklands-2018
https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/sotb
https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/reports/state-forests-2018
https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/reports/framework-victorian-state-environment-soe-2023-report


 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary of key points included in this submission: 

• The Commissioner’s ‘state-of’ reports will assist the development and enhancement of environmental 
infrastructure now and into the future. 

• The Victorian SoE 2018 and associated reports include comprehensive scientific reporting on Victorian 
environmental infrastructure including biodiversity and eco-system services, water resources and 
quality, waste and resource recovery, and air quality. 

• The SoE 2018 Report features 20 recommendations to the Victorian Government that include specific 
recommendations across themes such as climate change impacts, biodiversity, water resources and 
quality, waste and resource recovery, and air quality outlined in this submission.  

• Environmental infrastructure is critical to enable access to quality open spaces for the wellbeing of 
people of all ages and abilities, especially as Melbourne’s population continues to increase. Anecdotally, 
this infrastructure has been particularly important and well-utilised during the COVID-19 pandemic to 
provide access to nature and outdoor physical exercise in a socially distanced, COVID-safe and 
responsible manner. 

• The role of environmental infrastructure is significant due to climate change and the cumulative impact 
of population growth and urbanisation. This issue is an important consideration in the SoE 2018 and 
associated reports. 

• Victoria has not been able to adequately report on social adaptation to climate change because of a 
lack of data. Adaptation Action Plans (AAPs) are required by the Climate Change Act 2017. The first 
plans are due for release in 2021 and it is anticipated that they will be accompanied by data that will 
enable my office to report on social adaptation to climate change.  

• The SoY 2018 Report highlighted the important role of environmental infrastructure in maintaining the 
health of the Yarra River environment for Victorians. The Yarra River and its surrounding corridor 
provides a range of ecosystem services, including 70 per cent of Melbourne’s drinking water, food from 

https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/SoE2018_Table6.pdf
https://content.legislation.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-05/17-5aa005%20authorised.pdf


 

 
 

agricultural production and recreational and amenity services. Environmental infrastructure is critical 
to enable access to quality open spaces for the wellbeing of people of all ages and abilities, especially 
as Melbourne’s population continues to increase. The recommendations of the SoY 2018 Report should 
be implemented in full to protect and support environmental infrastructure. 

• Victoria has the highest number of threatened species by subregion in Australia. Conserving habitats and 
connecting fragmented native vegetation to create nature corridors that allow species movement has 
been recognised in SoE reporting as helping to minimise the vulnerability of Victoria’s threatened species. 
The provision of effective environmental infrastructure – both to offset the pressure of increasing 
population and to maximise the efforts of an engaged and concerned population – can assist in this 
conservation effort. 

• Victorians support environmental conservation extensively through volunteering. For example, Parks 
Victoria engages an extensive community network across the State, including 234 volunteer (or 
volunteer-involving) organisations. The Victorian Government’s Biodiversity 2037 plan recognises the 
value of Victorians connecting with nature in order to improve their health and wellbeing and achieve 
environmental protection objectives. Volunteers often require strong environmental infrastructure in 
order to achieve these objectives, but also contribute to the maintenance of environmental 
infrastructure through their activities. 

• Many councils in Melbourne have developed urban forestry strategies as have some regional councils, 
such as Geelong and Ballarat. The Living Melbourne: our metropolitan urban forest strategy develops 
the actions required to connect, extend and enhance urban greening. ‘State-of’ environment reporting 
has demonstrated that while the area of urban development has expanded since 1995, areas of native 
trees stayed the same, while native shrubs and grasslands have declined. 

• This Inquiry provides a ‘point-in-time’ review of issues, however its recommendations regarding the 
future provision, management and monitoring of environmental infrastructure can be supported 
through the monitoring and reporting frameworks developed by the Victorian Commissioner for 
Environmental Sustainability. These subsequent reports, refreshed every five years, provide an ongoing 
evidence base that will enable the implementation of the Inquiry’s objectives and findings, and 
accountability for the AAPs. 

Getting the information Victoria needs to report against the SDGs and improve the State’s environmental 
infrastructure will require a rethink on how and what data we collect across the Victorian environment 
portfolio. This expanded reporting regime will require: 

• Broadening of the definition of conventional data inputs; 

• Supporting investment in innovative and creative data acquisition methods; 

• Relationships with new data partners, both organisations and individuals; and 

https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/biodiversity/biodiversity-plan
https://resilientmelbourne.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/LivingMelbourne_Strategy_online3.pdf


 

 
 

• Augmentation of current indicators and metrics, and corresponding data requirements (both 

quantitative and qualitative data), for each SDG in consultation with experts in the respective 

disciplines. 

In order to compile comprehensive scientific data and produce our independent reports, my team and I work 
closely with other government organisations and departments, including but not limited to:  

• Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP); 

• Arthur Rylah Institute (ARI); 

• Environment Protection Authority Victoria (EPA); 

• Museums Victoria; 

• Parks Victoria; 

• Sustainability Victoria; 

• Department of Jobs, Precincts and Regions (DJPR); 

• Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS); 

• Aboriginal Victoria (AV); 

• Victorian Fisheries Authority; 

• Melbourne Water Corporation; 

• Trust for Nature; 

• VicForests; 

• Victorian Aboriginal Heritage Council; 

• Victorian Catchment Management Council; 

• VicCatchments; 

• Victorian Marine and Coastal Council; 

• Victorian Environmental Assessment Council; 

• Local Government; 

• Australian Bureau of Meteorology (BOM); 

• Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS); 

• Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO); and  

• Geoscience Australia. 



 

 
 

In addition, we collaborate with an extensive list of non-government, scientific and academic organisations to 
deliver our work program. We are indebted to all contributors for their support and ongoing input to deliver our 
work program. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to make this submission to the Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for 
Growing Populations. 
 
 
Yours sincerely, 

 
Dr Gillian Sparkes 
Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability, Victoria 
 
 
 
 
 
Traditional Owners  
The Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability proudly acknowledges Victoria’s Aboriginal community and 
their rich culture and pays respect to their Elders past and present. We acknowledge Aboriginal people as 
Australia’s first peoples and as the Traditional Owners and custodians of the land and water on which we rely. 
We recognise and value the ongoing contribution of Aboriginal people and communities to Victorian life, and 
how this enriches us. We embrace the spirit of reconciliation, working towards the equality of outcomes and 
ensuring an equal voice. 
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Victorian Legislative Assembly Environment and Planning Committee  
Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations  

Submission by: Dr Gillian Sparkes, Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability 
 
1 October 2020 
 
Defining Environmental Infrastructure 
 
This Inquiry will be a “wide-ranging review by the Legislative Assembly’s Environment and Planning Committee 
[that] will consider community access to parks and open space, sporting fields, forest and bushland, wildlife 
corridors and waterways”. The State of the Environment (SoE) 2018 Report also considers the role of “hard” 
infrastructure in achieving environmental outcomes: water supply, waste disposal, pollution control services and 
protection from extreme events (e.g. sea walls). 
 
An important conclusion in the SoE research and analysis is that these systems should not be considered 
discretely, and that policy and management interventions and tools should address the needs of all 
environmental infrastructure, natural and man-made, holistically. 
 
Background 
 
A snapshot of the authorising environment for the Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability 
 
The Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability (CES) is established by the Commissioner for Environmental 
Sustainability Act 2003 (CES Act), which also outlines the statutory objectives of the CES, which are to: 
 

• Report on matters relating to the condition of the natural environment of Victoria; 
• Encourage decision making that facilitates ecologically sustainable development (ESD); 
• Enhance knowledge and understanding of issues relating to ESD and the environment; and 
• Encourage sound environmental practices and procedures to be adopted by the Government of 

Victoria and local government as a basis for ESD.1 
 
The CES Act was the first piece of Victorian legislation to define ESD. The CES Act defines ESD as “development 
that improves the total quality of life, both now and in the future, in a way that maintains the ecological 

processes on which life depends”.2 The objectives that support this definition allow the CES to report on the 
connection and interaction between environmental functions, community wellbeing and welfare and economic 
development, with the aim of safeguarding equity within and between generations. 
 
Reporting on environmental condition occurs through the five-yearly cycle of the SoE reports, which have been 
prepared in 2008, 2013 and 2018. These reports contain data and information which is of relevance to the 
provision, management and monitoring of environmental infrastructure. A list of current SoE reports is provided 
in Table 1 below.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability Act 2003 (Vic), s 7. 
2 Ibid, s 4(1). 

https://content.legislation.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-06/03-15aa015%20authorised.pdf
https://content.legislation.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-06/03-15aa015%20authorised.pdf
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Table 1: Current SoE reporting program up to 2023 
 

Report Current edition Next edition 

State of the Environment3 2018 2023 

State of the Yarra and its Parklands 2018 2023 

State of the Bays* 2016 -- 

State of the Marine and Coastal Environment -- 2021 

State of the Forests 2018 2023 

State of the Great Ocean Road -- TBD 

 
Note: State of the Bays to be superseded by the State of the Marine and Coastal Environment (SMCE) 
 

Importantly, all but two of the SoE reports listed above4 are tabled in the Parliament of Victoria and the CES is 
empowered to give recommendations to the Victorian Government based on the findings of these SoE reports. 
Such recommendations influence public policy relating to ESD. 
 
Monitoring and reporting progress towards Ecologically Sustainable Development 

The Victorian SoE 2018 Report is the first attempt in Australia to apply the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (UN SDGs) to SoE reporting at the state level. The SoE 2018 Report commenced the CES’ 
journey to rewire and bring coherence to the system, so that the UN SDGs frame environmental monitoring and 
reporting in Victoria. The SDGs are the missing link in monitoring and reporting progress towards sustainable 
development. 

There are four critical aspects of the SDG framework that make it highly relevant for environmental 
infrastructure leadership and planning. The SDGs provide: 

1. A pre-prosecuted framework for reporting across complex and disparate areas of social, economic and 

environmental policy; 

2. A framework that is internationally agreed and widely supported; 

3. A common language for measuring progress against diverse goals and targets; and  

4. Broad support from across business, government and community. 

 
Recommendations to Government from the SoE 2018 Report in relation to Environmental Infrastructure 
 
The scientific themes of the SoE 2018 Report are: 

• Cultural Landscape Health and Management; 

 
3 Includes a report on the outcomes of environmental watering (Action 3.6 of Victoria’s Water Plan) and a report against 
Biodiversity 2037 targets. 
4 State of the Bays 2016 was not tabled in Parliament and there is no statutory requirement to table the State of the Forests 
Report. 

https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/reports/state-environment-2018
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• Climate Change Impacts; 

• Air; 

• Biodiversity; 

• Land; 

• Forests; 

• Fire; 

• Marine and Coastal Environments; 

• Water Resources; 

• Water Quality; 

• Waste & Resource Recovery; 

• Energy; and  

• Transport. 

The SoE 2018 Report uses a matrix structure with an emphasis in each of the 13 scientific themes assessed, on 
biophysical science and analysis of cross-cutting pressures and socio-economic and cultural issues including: 
 

• Ecologically sustainable development; 

• Pressures (population, climate change, biodiversity loss); 

• Traditional Owner engagement and contribution; 

• Alignment with international frameworks; 

o System of Environmental Economic Accounts (SEEA); and 

o UN SDGs. 

 
The SoE 2018 Report includes 20 recommendations to the Victorian Government that aim to focus the effort 
and investment by government in particular – and target those interventions that will improve multiple 
environmental outcomes for Victoria. The recommendations include better investment in, and use of, digital 
platforms, data analytics, citizen science and environmental economic accounting, and advocate for a shift in 
how we monitor and protect Victoria’s natural assets. For the purposes of this Inquiry, six key recommendations 
are highlighted from the SoE 2018 Report. In the descriptions below, a reference to the SDG targets most 
relevant to each recommendation are also provided. 
 
Climate Change Impacts 
SoE Recommendation 2: That DELWP, in coordination with research partners, conduct further analysis to 
improve localised climate projections (particularly in agricultural regions). These projections would aim to 
reduce the uncertainties associated with rainfall projections as a minimum. 
UN SDG targets – 2.4 / 6.5 / 9.5 / 13.2, 13.3  
 
Air 
SoE Recommendation 3: That EPA Victoria prioritise the implementation of the EPA Inquiry Recommendations 
6.3 and 7.2 to develop a publicly accessible, real-time assessment of air quality across Victoria that incorporates 
air-quality monitoring data, citizen science observations, air-quality modelling and an up-to-date air-pollution 
inventory. Future monitoring and assessments would also be expanded to include ultrafine particles and data 
on indoor air quality. 
UN SDG targets – 3.9 / 9.5 / 11.6  

https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/SDG_Presentation_16.08.2019_FINAL_0.pdf
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Air 
SoE Recommendation 4: That Victoria’s Chief Environmental Scientist, supported by relevant government 
agencies and research partners, lead the establishment of a contemporary pollen monitoring network to enable 
community access to information on pollen levels in the air in a timely manner, through actions including 
increasing the number of locations monitored, the frequency of the monitoring, and automating the monitoring 
process.  
UN SDG targets – 3.9 / 9.5 / 11.6  
 
Biodiversity 
SoE Recommendation 5: That DELWP streamline the governance and coordination of investment in the science 
and data capability of all government biodiversity programs and improve the coherence and impact of the 
publicly funded, scientific endeavour. Further, that DELWP establish the position of the chief biodiversity 
scientist to oversee this coordinated effort and provide esteemed counsel to the DELWP Secretary and the 
Minister for Environment to improve the impact of investment in biodiversity research across the Victorian 
environment portfolio. That DELWP improve biodiversity outcomes on public land by streamlining and 
coordinating governance arrangements. 
UN SDG targets – 2.5 / 4.7 / 6.3, 6.4, 6.5, 6.6, 6.b / 11.4, 11.7 / 12.2, 12.8, 13.1, 13.3 / 14.4 / 15.1, 15.3, 15.4, 
15.5, 15.6, 15.7, 15.8, 15.9 / 16.6 / 17.14, 17.17  
 
Biodiversity 
SoE Recommendation 6: That DELWP improve biodiversity outcomes on private land by accelerating private 
land conservation. This will require resourcing permanent protection measures that focus on high-priority 
ecosystems and landscapes and investing in local government capability to enforce the existing Guidelines for 
the Removal, Destruction or Lopping of Native Vegetation and the Invasive Plants and Animals Policy Framework. 
UN SDG targets – 4.7 / 6.6 / 12.2, 12.8 / 15.1, 15.3, 15.4, 15.5, 15.8  
 
Water Resources 
SoE Recommendation 11: That DELWP use the current long-term water resource assessment (LTWRA) to 
identify metrics for monitoring the condition of, and risks to, Victoria’s water resources and waterway health for 
reasons related to flow and commit to long-term monitoring. Complementary thresholds would also be 
established for these metrics, and actions determined for circumstances when thresholds are crossed. Further, 
in a changing climate, it is recommended that DELWP review the 15-year period between LTWRAs, as more 
frequent assessments may be required to maintain ecosystem health and function. 
UN SDG targets – 6.4, 6.5 / 9.5 / 13.2  
 
Water Quality 
SoE Recommendation 12: That DELWP, working with its portfolio agencies, implement an agile water-quality 
monitoring framework that (i) clarifies the roles and responsibilities of all agencies and the community, (ii) 
improves monitoring of pollution hotspots, and (iii) builds on EPA Victoria’s implementation of EPA Inquiry 
recommendations 6.3 and 7.2. 
UN SDG targets - 6.3, 6.6 / 9.5  
 
Waste and Resource Recovery 
SoE Recommendation 13: That Sustainability Victoria, in 2019, develop indicators and implement a 
comprehensive monitoring and reporting framework to measure delivery of the current SWRRIP and WRRIPs 
against their circular-economy design principles. From July 2020, that Sustainability Victoria expand that 
monitoring and reporting framework to track the progress of the implementation of the strategy and publicly 
report, at least annually, on Victoria’s transition to a circular economy. 
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UN SDG targets – 12.3, 12.4, 12.5  
Waste and Resource Recovery 
SoE Recommendation: 14: That the Victorian Government, commencing within the metropolitan region as a 
minimum, align the institutional planning and procurement processes (including leveraging Victorian 
Government procurement) to support the delivery of the circular economy strategy from July 2020. Ultimately, 
this alignment would be adopted state-wide and enable an orderly transition to a circular economy in Victoria 
by 2030. In developing the action plan to deliver the circular-economy strategy, the roles and responsibilities of 
all agencies should be clarified to nominate those agencies responsible for delivering policy, procurement, 
program, reporting and regulatory roles. Further, that the Victorian Government commit to long-term, systemic, 
state-wide community education to support this transition and assist the change in behaviours that will be 
required to improve long-term system outcomes. Reducing consumption and contamination levels in kerbside 
recycling would be the initial focus. 
UN SDG targets – 12.4, 12.5, 12.7  
 
A new framework for Ecologically Sustainable Development 
 
In 2020, the CES released Science for Sustainable Development, a guiding framework for all the reports that will 
be prepared for the SoE 2023 reporting cycle. The framework includes a wider ESD focus with the UN SDGs being 
adopted as an operating framework, and social science and socio-economic perspectives being introduced. This 
broadens the focus of environmental reporting to better address economic, social and environmental 
considerations. The SDGs and their 169 targets enable new and diverse perspectives on environmental and 
socio-economic problems. As an internationally agreed framework, they help to tell a broader story about local 
and global progress towards ESD. Beyond reporting on the condition of our natural assets, the SDGs help to 
describe the multiple benefits of a healthy environment to our economy and community and, therefore, 
facilitate informed conversations and debate. They provide a synthesis framework for SoE reporting. 
 
Response to Specific Terms of Reference: Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations 
 
The comments below relate to three of the Inquiry’s Terms of Reference and draw upon material from SoE 
reports to show how work of the CES can provide a range of information on environmental infrastructure on an 
ongoing basis.  
 
The benefits of accessing and using different types of environmental infrastructure 
 
The SoE 2018 Report included a set of 170 baseline indicators for monitoring environmental condition across 
Victoria. Many of these have relevance to environmental infrastructure (parks and open space, forest and 
bushland, wildlife corridors and waterways).  
 
Table 2: Table 1 from the SoE 2018 Report comparing status, trend and data quality of the 170 indicators assessed 
 

 
 
Source: SoE 2018 Report 

https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/reports/framework-victorian-state-environment-soe-2023-report
https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/SoE2018_SummaryReport.pdf
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The SoY 2018 Report highlighted the important role of environmental infrastructure in maintaining the river’s 
environment for Victorians. The Yarra River and its surrounding corridor provides a range of ecosystem services, 
including 70 per cent of Melbourne’s drinking water, food from agricultural production and recreational and 
amenity services. Environmental infrastructure is critical to enable access to quality open spaces for the 
wellbeing of people of all ages and abilities, especially as Melbourne’s population continues to increase.  
 
The SoY 2018 Report highlighted the important role of the river’s environment in the daily lives of Victorians. 
Healthy land, water and biodiversity within and along the Yarra River and its parklands determine the health and 
wellbeing of all Victorians who interact with this living system. 
 
The Yarra River corridor and its parklands are comprised of complex ecosystems including wetlands, billabongs, 
floodplains, creeks, tributaries, woodlands, forests, coastal marshes and an estuary. The Yarra River system 
supports peoples’ health and wellbeing, providing places for cultural gatherings, recreation and contemplation. 
Traditional Owner communities have a deep cultural and spiritual connection to the Birrarung. Residents and 
tourists are attracted to the natural beauty of the Yarra, and the opportunities it provides to connect with nature.  
 
Current threats and pressures to the Yarra River and its parklands include invasive animals and plants; litter, 
pollution and sewerage; amenity loss due to inappropriate development; biodiversity loss; increasing 
dependency on water resources by Melbourne’s growing population; and adverse impacts of climate change 

such as droughts, fires and floods.5  
 
The SoY 2018 Report assessed the health of the river through 36 indicators that include tourism, litter, pollution, 
invasive freshwater plans, streamflow and water quality. Data compiled for the SoY 2018 Report showed a 
deteriorating trend in areas including litter, pollution, sewage and stormwater. Only two indicators (six per cent) 
were assessed as ‘improving’. 17 indicators have been assessed as ‘deteriorating’. Significantly, 16 of the 25 
environmental health indicators (64 per cent) have been assessed as in a ‘poor’ state with a deteriorating trend. 
 
Figure 1: Trend summary from SoY 2018 Report 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: SoY 2018 Report 
 
Data considerations 
 
The role of environmental infrastructure is significant due to climate change and the cumulative impact of 
population growth on increasing greenhouse gas emissions. This issue was an important consideration of the 
SoE 2018 Report. To date, the CES has not been able to report adequately on social adaptation to climate change 
because of a lack of data.  

 
5 State of the Yarra and its Parklands 2018, p. 30. 

https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/reports/state-yarra-and-its-parklands-2018
https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/SoY_Front_Working_Document_20_03_19_F.pdf
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The Climate Change Act 2017 introduced system-based planning for adaptation, focusing on key systems that 
are either vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, or are required to ensure Victoria is prepared. Under the 
Climate Change Act 2017, Adaptation Action Plans (AAPs) are to be developed every five years covering the 
following systems: built environment; education and training; health and human services; natural environment; 

primary production; transport; and the water cycle.6  
 
AAPs will inform actions required to help prepare that system for climate change impacts. These areas can 
provide recreational space for peoples’ health and wellbeing, carbon sinks for climate change mitigation, and 
urban cooling systems for reducing the impacts of urban heat islands in a warming climate. The first plans are 
due for release in 2021 and it is anticipated that they will be accompanied by data that may enable the CES to 
report on social adaptation to climate change. 
 
While the current Inquiry into environmental infrastructure provides a ‘point-in-time’ review of issues, its 
recommendations regarding the future provision, management and monitoring of environmental infrastructure 
can be supported through the monitoring framework provided by the CES which offers an ongoing evidence 
base for the Inquiry’s objectives and accountability for the AAPs.  
 
The impact of population growth in Melbourne and regional centres on the provision and preservation of 
environmental infrastructure 
 
Population growth in Victoria and, more specifically, in Melbourne has been growing at record levels over recent 
decades. Melbourne experienced an average annual growth rate of 2.4 per cent between 2009 and 2019, 

representing an average increase of 2000 people per week over the ten year period.7 Land use planning 
responses to this growth included the facilitation of new housing growth within established urban areas and on 
greenfield sites in designated urban growth corridors. While increasing the density within established suburbs 
has lessened the impact of urban sprawl (with associated habitat loss), it is likely to have increased the numbers 
of people accessing and using Melbourne’s environmental infrastructure. 
 
To better understand the impact of population growth in Melbourne and regional centres, the SoE 2018 Report 
recommends the Victoria Government builds its strategic capabilities in: 

• Science impact: This is about ‘knowing what we need to know, when we need to know it’ in a format 
that is useful for scientists, regulators, managers, economists and the community. This includes 
responding to systemic environmental challenges and emerging global megatrends and developing 
environmental-economic accounting as a core skill for government.  

• Coordination and governance: This focusses on improving the clarity of roles and responsibilities and 
reviewing allocation of existing funding models and accountabilities to deliver priorities. New money is 
not always needed: improving the coordination of existing resources, effort and investments will enable 
better outcomes.  

• Delivery: A comprehensive suite of policy and action plans have been developed by the Victorian 
Government since 2014. Focus must now shift to delivery of this policy regime and better investment 
in underpinning science and skills to enable adaptive management.  

• Data, monitoring, spatial information and analytics: More investment in skills and capabilities is needed 
from DELWP and portfolio agencies.  

• Citizen science and education: Building community understanding, participation and awareness can 
improve policy and environmental outcomes. 

 
6 Climate Change Act 2017 (Vic), s 34(2). 
7 Estimated Resident Population (ERP). Source: ABS Regional Population Growth cat. 3218.0. 

https://content.legislation.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-05/17-5aa005%20authorised.pdf
https://content.legislation.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-05/17-5aa005%20authorised.pdf
https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/SoE2018_SummaryReport.pdf
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The SoY 2018 Report includes recommendations to government around planning controls in the lower and upper 
rural Yarra River reaches. Current estimates of population growth predict that there will be 8 million people in 

the greater Melbourne area by 2031, and approximately 10.1 million people across Victoria by 2051.8 
 
Supporting appropriate urban development along the Yarra 
 
SoY Recommendation 5: That DELWP, in collaboration with Melbourne Water and local governments, extend 
the geographical scope of the current interim Yarra River Protection Planning Controls (Amendment GC48) along 
the Yarra River corridor ranging from Warrandyte to the boundary of the Yarra Ranges National Park in support 
of appropriate urban development.  
 
The interim Yarra River Protection Planning Controls (Amendment GC48) came into effect in 2017 to focus on 
managing existing and immediate development pressures on the inner city (Richmond to Fairfield) and suburban 
reaches (Ivanhoe to Warrandyte), such as encroachment on the Yarra River and its environs due to urban 
development. In June 2020, Planning Minister Richard Wynne approved these interim controls as recommended 
by the CES. In making the decision Mr Wynne said these changes to the planning scheme would better protect 
the rivers ‘natural landscape, environment and character’. These now permanent planning controls ensure 
ongoing and increasing development pressures are managed appropriately in accordance with the State 
Planning Policy Framework.  
 
However, the river corridor from Warrandyte to the border of the Yarra Ranges National Park is not subject to 
these planning controls. As Melbourne’s population continues to grow and expand outwards towards the urban 
growth boundary, the Yarra River will need further protections against inappropriate urban development and 
property subdivision that can reduce the amenity and natural elements along this part of the Yarra River 
corridor. It is appropriate to expand the geographic extent of the Yarra River Protection Planning Controls to 
include the mid-upper reaches of the Yarra River, as recommended in the SoY 2018 Report. Like the Yarra River 
– Bulleen Precinct Land Use Framework, these planning controls should apply a 50-year outlook. 
 
Examples of best practice and innovative approaches to securing environmental infrastructure in other 
jurisdictions 
 
The CES reports on the health of the environment and evidence base and progress towards ESD in Victoria in 
statutory reports (refer Table 1) including the five yearly SoE report. The Panel is referred to the SoE reports for 
other jurisdictions including NSW, QLD, SA and the ACT as well as the national SoE report (next due in 2021).  
 
Below are several examples for the Inquiry’s consideration of better practice in Victoria that could lead to 
innovation in other regions of the State or at different scales.  
 
Urban forestry strategy 
 
Rezoning and infill development are resulting in higher population densities across major population centres in 
Victoria, particularly in inner and middle Melbourne. On Melbourne’s fringes, new suburbs are being built on 
arable land and areas of remnant native vegetation. Hard surfaces such as roofs and roads reduce surface 
permeability creating greater impacts from peak stream flows such as the risk of flash floods. These same hard 
surfaces, unshaded by vegetation, also absorb the sun’s heat and contribute to daily inner metropolitan 

 
8 DELWP 2016, ‘Victoria in Future 2016 Population and household projections to 2051’, Melbourne, Victoria. 
 

https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/SoY_Front_Working_Document_20_03_19_F.pdf
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temperatures that can peak up to 7°C higher than those in surrounding rural areas.9 In response to such issues, 
urban forestry planning is an emerging area of research in Victoria.  
 
Many councils in Melbourne have developed urban forestry strategies, as have some regional councils such as 
Geelong and Ballarat. Given that some of Melbourne’s local government areas already have among the lowest 
urban tree canopy ratios in Australia, the need for such strategies is clear. In 2019, Resilient Melbourne in 
partnership with The Nature Conservancy (TNC) released Living Melbourne: our metropolitan urban forest which 
provided an urban forest strategy for the metropolitan region. The strategy was the cumulative result of 
collaboration to develop the actions required to connect, extend and enhance urban greening.  
 
SoE reporting has shown that areas of urban development have expanded since 1995, and areas of native trees 

stayed the same, whilst native shrubs and grasslands have declined.10 
 
Creating nature’s corridors 
 
Victoria has the highest number of threatened species by subregion in Australia. Conserving habitats and 
connecting fragmented native vegetation to create nature corridors that allow species movement has been 
recognised in SoE reporting as helping to minimise the vulnerability of Victoria’s threatened species. The provision 
of effective environmental infrastructure – both to offset the pressure of increasing population and to maximise 
the efforts of an engaged and concerned population – can assist in this conservation effort.  
 
Citizen science and the rise of volunteering 
 
Victorians support environmental conservation extensively through volunteering. For example, Parks Victoria 
engages an extensive community network across the State including 234 volunteer (or volunteer-involving) 
organisations. The Victorian Government’s Biodiversity 2037 plan recognises the value of Victorians connecting 
with nature in order to improve their health and wellbeing and achieve environmental protection objectives. 
Volunteers often require strong environmental infrastructure in order to achieve these objectives but also 
contribute to the maintenance of environmental infrastructure through their activities.  
 
While population growth may be seen in terms of environmental stress, it can also provide opportunities for 
supporting environmental conservation through volunteering. Parks Victoria, for example, engages an extensive 
community network across the state including 234 volunteer (or volunteer-involving) organisations that partner 
with Parks Victoria. Such community participation can improve environmental stewardship, connect people to 
nature and improve physical, mental and emotional health and wellbeing.  

 
Research by Parks Victoria in 2018 found that the largest proportion of volunteer activities were focused on 

habitat restoration, followed by environmental research, historic heritage conservation and gardening.11 
Biodiversity 2037 recognises the value of Victorians connecting with the natural environment in order to improve 
their health and wellbeing and achieve environmental protection objectives. An underlying assumption is that 
increased connection with nature will lead to greater value placed on the environment, and more Victorians 

acting to support biodiversity.12  
 

 
9 DELWP 2016, ‘Victoria in Future 2016 Population and household projections to 2051’, p. 64, Melbourne, Victoria. 
10 Ibid, p. 188. 
11 Ibid, p. 237. 
12 Ibid, p. 197. 

https://resilientmelbourne.com.au/living-melbourne/
https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/biodiversity/biodiversity-plan
https://www.environment.vic.gov.au/biodiversity/biodiversity-plan
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Volunteers often require strong environmental infrastructure in order to achieve these environmental 
protection objectives but also contribute to the maintenance of environmental infrastructure through their 
activities. 
 
The impact of COVID-19 on the importance, use and design of environmental infrastructure 

Environmental infrastructure is critical to enable access to quality open spaces for the wellbeing of people of all 
ages and abilities, especially as Melbourne’s population continues to increase. Anecdotally, this infrastructure 
has been particularly important and well-utilised during the COVID-19 pandemic to provide access to nature and 
outdoor physical exercise in a socially distanced, COVID-safe and responsible manner. 

The Science for Sustainable Development framework is written with an understanding of the need to better 
understand and quantify interlinkages across environmental infrastructure. The CES sees this framework as a 
contemporary model for applying the SDGs that carefully considers and assesses the system connectivity of a 
complex range of environmental indicators. As a result, the Science for Sustainable Development framework can 
support Victoria to monitor and report on the global economic recovery post COVID-19. 
 
The SoE 2018 Report uses a matrix structure with an emphasis in each scientific assessment on biophysical 
science while acknowledging cross-cutting pressures and socio-economic and cultural issues including: 
 

• Ecologically sustainable development 
• Pressures (population, climate change, biodiversity loss) 
• Traditional Owner engagement and contribution 
• Alignment with international frameworks 

o System of Environmental Economic Accounts (SEEA) 
o UN SDGs 

 
Science for Sustainable Development specifically leans into the definitions and functions of the CES as defined 
by the CES Act and the aspiration to facilitate ESD – “development that improves the total quality of life, both 

now and in the future, in a way that maintains the ecological processes on which life depends”.13 The objectives 
of ESD defined in the CES Act support our work to apply the SDGs and explore and report on the connections 
between our quality of life and the environment. The SDGs provide an internationally agreed reporting 
framework that will enable a more comprehensive analysis of Victoria’s environment, and the benefits we derive 
from it, than was available before the SDGs came into effect from 2016.  
 
The Science for Sustainable Development framework commits to three forms of scientific synthesis to inform 
our recommendations to government in the SoE 2023 Report through:  
 

1. Condition reporting; 

2. Reporting on Victoria’s progress against specific SDG targets; and 

3. Investigating the interlinkages between those SDG targets and other social, economic and 

environmental conditions.  

 
This interlinkage investigation is ambitious and makes for complex and challenging scientific reporting work that 
will require method development and new ways of working. However, there is great momentum amongst our 
team of scientists to implement the Science for Sustainable Development framework, despite the challenges of 

 
13 Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability Act 2003 (Vic), s 4(1). 

https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/reports/framework-victorian-state-environment-soe-2023-report
https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/reports/framework-victorian-state-environment-soe-2023-report
https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/reports/framework-victorian-state-environment-soe-2023-report
https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/reports/framework-victorian-state-environment-soe-2023-report
https://www.ces.vic.gov.au/reports/framework-victorian-state-environment-soe-2023-report
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COVID-19, and deliver the associated statutory reporting program. Our overarching aim is to provide Victorians 
with access to accurate, up-to-date science and meaningful analyses on Victoria’s environmental health to 
inform practical action. 
 
A note on additional environmental reporting responsibilities for the CES 
 
The CES has been assigned further reporting responsibilities through the introduction of new legislation, in 
addition to the statutory SoE reporting requirements as outlined in the CES Act. For example:  
 
• The SoY 2018 Report was a legislative requirement of the Yarra River Protection (Wilip-gin Birrarung murron) 

Act 2017. The objective of the SoY 2018 Report was to assess the condition of the Yarra River and its 
parkland corridor, providing a baseline to enable future comparisons. This was the first time the CES Act had 

been amended to include a second ‘State of’ report in addition to the five-yearly Victorian SoE report.14  
 

• The Marine and Coastal Act 2018 required the preparation of a Marine and Coastal Policy which was 
released in March 2020. The Policy stated: “the Minister must cause to be made a State of the Marine and 

Coastal Environment Report within 5 years of making a Marine and Coastal Policy”.15 The CES had previously 
undertaken a State of the Bays (SotBs) Report in 2016 which covered Port Phillip Bay and Western Port. To 
commence the transition to a full State of the Marine and Coastal Environment (SMCE) Report (due in 2024), 
the CES is currently updating the SotBs, expanding its scope to include Port Phillip Bay, Western Port, 
Gippsland Lakes, Corner Inlet, Nooramunga and Victoria’s System of Marine National Parks and Sanctuaries. 
This will be issued in late 2021 as the inaugural SMCE Report. 

 

• The Victorian SoF report is a requirement under the Sustainable Forests (Timber) Act 2004.16 Earlier reports 
were produced in 2003 and 2008 by the Department of Sustainability and Environment, and in 2013 by the 
Department of Environment and Primary Industries. The SoF 2018 Report was the first iteration prepared and 
issued by the CES. 45 indicators under seven criteria were developed, based on the Montreal Process – a 
voluntary agreement between nations for the conservation and sustainable management of forests. 

 

• The Great Ocean Road and Environs Protection Act 202017 amended the CES Act to require the CES to report 

periodically on “the environmental condition of the Great Ocean Road coast and parks”18 as part of the 
regular Victorian SoE reporting. 

 
  

 
14 Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability Act 2003 (Vic), s 17A. 
15 Marine and Coastal Act 2018 (Vic), s 37. 
16 Sustainable Forest (Timber) Act 2004 (Vic), s 6. 
17 Great Ocean Road and Environs Protection Act 2020 (Vic), s 72. 
18 Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability Act 2003 (Vic), s 17C. 

https://content.legislation.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-04/17-49aa005%20authorised.pdf
https://content.legislation.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-04/17-49aa005%20authorised.pdf
https://content.legislation.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-04/18-26aa003%20authorised.pdf
https://content.legislation.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/4ddc675e-6a12-3d60-9a47-d71794547620_04-48aa026%20authorised.pdf
https://content.legislation.vic.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-06/20-019aa%20authorised.pdf
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Appendix: 
 
Snapshot of the authorising environment for the CES 
 

• The CES is authorised by the CES Act to produce the Victorian SoE reporting. 
 

• The reporting obligations of the CES have been expanded since 2016 to include the State of the Yarra 
and its Parklands, State of the Marine and Coastal Environment, State of the Forests and State of the 
Great Ocean Road. These reports contain data and information which is of relevance to the provision, 
management and monitoring of environmental infrastructure. 

 
• SoE reports are tabled in the Victorian Parliament and the CES is empowered to give recommendations 

to the government in relation to the findings of these reports. The government is legislatively obligated 

to respond in Parliament within 12 months.19 
 

• The CES is broadening these reports from their existing focus on environmental science indicators to 
one which incorporates wider social science and socio-economic perspectives, consistent with the four 

objectives of the CES Act.20 
 

• The SDGs are providing an operating framework for this wider perspective for SoE reporting. 
 

• The use of the SDGs reflects the objectives of the CES Act, including to “encourage decision making that 

facilitates ecologically sustainable development”.21 
 

In order to compile comprehensive scientific data and produce our independent reports, my team and I work 
closely with other government organisations and departments and collaborate with an extensive list of non-
government, scientific and academic organisations. We are indebted to all contributors for their support and 
ongoing input to deliver our work program. 
 
 

 
19 Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability Act 2003 (Vic), s 17(5). 
20 Ibid, s 7. 
21 Ibid, s 7(b). 




