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Introduction 
The following is a brief submission, on behalf of Baw Baw Shire Council, relating to 
the parliamentary inquiry into the environmental infrastructure for growing 
populations. 

On 1 May 2019, the Legislative Assembly agreed to the following motion: 

“That this House: 

An inquiry into the current and future arrangements to secure 
environmental infrastructure, particularly parks and open space, for a 
growing population in Melbourne and across regional centres to the 
Environment and Planning Committee for consideration and report no 
later than 31 December 2020.” 

Noting the broad scope of the motion, in responding to the invitation to make a 
submission, this submission covers a number of aspects which are relevant to the 
Baw Baw Shire Council and the community.  These aspects, and the current 
situation within Baw Baw Shire highlights a range of issues for further investigation 
and analysis to ensure access to environmental infrastructure, such as parks and 
open space, for a growing population across the State. 

These aspects relate to planning and securing future public open space, 
management and maintenance of current and future open space, as well as the 
development and improvement of public open space to meet the increasing 
expectations within the community. 

 

Background 
Baw Baw Shire is a peri-urban municipality situated on the south east boundary of 
Melbourne and the western boundary of the Gippsland Region. 

The major townships along the Princes Highway Corridor of Warragul, Drouin, 
Longwarry, Yarragon and Trafalgar represent a significant proportion (over 78%) of 
Baw Baw Shire’s total population of 52,015 (ABS, 2018).  The population of these 
townships was estimated at 40,804 in 2018.  These townships generally have good 
access to services and key infrastructure, and existing parks, reserves and public 
open space areas. 

Baw Baw Shire is one of the fastest growing peri-urban shires in Victoria, and the 
sixth fastest growing municipality across the overall State.  Between the census 
periods of 2011 and 2016, Baw Baw Shire’s population grew by 13.61%, with an 
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average annual change of 2.72%.  This average annual growth rate is expected to 
continue at 2.19% year on year up until 2041 where the population is estimated to 
increase to approximately 85,000. 

This growth will predominantly be experienced within the Drouin and Warragul as a 
result of the Precinct Structure Plans (PSP) for these townships.  With this growth, a 
range of significant environmental and open space related challenges will face Baw 
Baw Shire. 

Whilst there is generally good access to services and infrastructure, including 
existing parks, reserves and public open space areas, this is expected to become 
more challenging as a consequence of the forecast growth within these 
communities; limits to the current precinct structure plans, including the 
accompanying development contribution plans; the rate-capped environment that 
Local Government is subject to and possible inequities in the quality of public open 
space, parks and reserves. 

 

Parks, reserves and open space 
Whilst land is often set aside within larger ‘green fields’ development; infill ‘brown 
fields’ development, where cash in lieu of donating the physical open space is 
necessary, can lead to limited opportunities to provide for good quality parks and 
open space areas.  This is exacerbated in broader built up areas where there is 
insufficient land available to do so.  The continuing increase in the market value of 
land is making it cost prohibitive for many Council’s to acquire land and invest in the 
development of quality parks and open space in existing residential areas. 

This means that accessibility to good quality public open space, within a desirable 
walking/cycling distance, can be limited for those in the community within these 
areas.  This limits the liveability of these existing areas, particularly given access to 
quality open space is considered a key aspect of a liveable community, and creates 
inequity in access to good quality parks and open space. 

In addition to this, further inequity can result die to the quality of development of 
open space areas in ‘green fields’ developments being quite varied between 
developments within the same township/municipality.  Often within resource 
constrained Council’s, the standard of infrastructure and open space assets is 
determined on a development-by-development basis within municipalities.  This is 
often due to the lack of prescribed open space standards or the resources required 
to develop such standards.  This development-by-development approach to open 
space assets – can lead to significant discrepancies in the quality of open space, 
and becomes particularly dependent on the proposal of the development 

The development of consistent state-wide minimum standards, that determine 
minimum requirements to the standards of open space, that ensure a consistent 
minimum level of liveability across the growing municipal areas.  This could then 
form the basis for minimum standards but also assist municipalities to simply add 
specific ‘municipal relevant’ standards to these, where at a local level, higher levels 
of service may be desired by the community or proposed through development. 



 

 

Appropriate infrastructure installed at the time of development, rather than having to 
be funded and implemented by Council, and indirectly the existing community, would 
ensure the burden of new development is not worn by existing ratepayers. 

Victoria’s interface Council’s have experienced the bulk of their growth prior to the 
introduction of rate capping for Local Government.  The peri-urban municipalities, 
that are only just experiencing the sorts of development/growth rates that the 
interface municipalities have already experienced, will not have the financial capacity 
to cover funding gaps, as a consequence of the current planning system and a rate 
capped environment. 

State Government assistance for Council’s in peri-urban environments to cope and 
absorb impacts of development will be necessary to ensure good quality open space 
can be developed and renewed in the future.  In addition to this, increasing 
operational and maintenance costs, labour and activities, raises the need to consider 
some Council services, like Open Space Maintenance, to sit outside rate capping 
requirements.  This would ensure that peri-urban Councils can cope with the 
increased areas of parks and open space requiring maintenance, rather than 
continuing the need to reduce maintenance service levels. 

Natural Environment, Bushland Reserves and Significant Trees 
It is recognised that environmental infrastructure, should not only include parks, 
sports fields, reserves and open spaces.  Existing areas of land, patches of native 
vegetation or individual significant trees, that are retained can add benefit to the 
community and environment. 

It could be argued that diverse options of different environmental assets are 
important for community wellbeing, and that the majority of new parks, reserves and 
public open space provide limited options for public open space that has biodiversity 
significance and are simply land developed for activities related to residential use. 

This inquiry should clearly acknowledge a percentage of land within townships in 
metropolitan, fringe, peri urban and rural areas that is secured as environmental 
assets for their biodiversity significance and ensure protections/controls are put in 
place to ensure that areas such as these are left with minimum disturbance. 

In accordance with Pope (2019), the main townships within Baw Baw Shire would 
likely be described as Rural ‘Amenity Areas’ on the Peri-Urban fringe.  The 
population within these townships has increased between the 2011 census and the 
ABS’s 2018 estimated resident population figures by 25.69% and it is forecast that 
the population growth rates will continue on this trend over the next 10 -20 years. 

This growth has been driven by the development of Precinct Structure Plans (PSP) 
for the Drouin and Warragul townships, affordable house and land prices, the rural 
amenity of the area, and Baw Baw Shire’s proximity to Melbourne’s south-east. 

One consistent theme of feedback from community – both existing residents, as well 
as new residents to the Shire – is the rural amenity and small town ‘feel’ has been 
what has attracted them to live and/or move into the area.  The township of Drouin is 



 

 

an example of this where significant trees within the urban landscape, meaningfully 
contribute to the amenity of the township. 

Because of development accelerated by the PSP’s, significant trees have been 
systematically lost from the urban landscape as a result of not having their 
importance considered in the existing PSPs (other than providing some general 
statements and guidelines that are proven not to be efficient).  These significant 
trees within the urban landscape could have been protected/retained in order to 
contribute and add to the neighbourhood character of these townships, which is 
valued by the community.  

It is worth acknowledging that, some introduced species such as cypress pines, 
pines, elms, oaks etc that may be considered ornamental weeds in many parts of the 
state, in some instances could be considered environmental assets.  An example of 
this could be mature rows of trees, that if preserved within the landscape or in open 
space areas could provide benefit as significant environmental assets. In some 
contexts, these species can provide great amenity features. The use of the term 
“weeds” should be reserved to young specimens but rows of mature trees, that add 
to the amenity, should be protected and a clear position on that matter should exist 
across Victoria. 

 

Precinct Structure Plans (PSP) and Development Contributions Plans (DCP) 
Baw Baw Shire is experiencing issues with both the Warragul and Drouin PSPs in 
that the indexation of land values has not kept pace with market values, leaving a 
shortfall that will have to be funded by Council.  It is necessary for the reviews of 
PSP/DCPs to be reviewed and recast to enable site specific land valuations, instead 
of broad hectare valuations. 

Also, estimated project construction costs for recreation projects (sporting reserves) 
within PSP/DCPs within the Baw Baw Shire have been prepared on a per hectare 
basis instead of itemised cost estimates. 

The estimated project costs to deliver the necessary infrastructure in line with the 
requirements of and expectations of State Sporting Associations and the community, 
significantly exceeds the allowances made for in the PSP/DCPs. This poses a 
significant affordability risk for Council’s that may have to fund the gap to provide 
adequate facilities, and in the absence of being able to fund these facilities and 
infrastructure it will likely result in delayed development of these spaces.  This will 
result in significant segments of the community within these areas not having access 
to quality open space and sporting reserves for a number of years. 

The location of sporting facilities is fragmented in the PSPs. Growing population 
requires sporting centres with larger catchments and variety of sports on offer.  In 
addition to this the need to allow for high-level competition facilities that could attract 
that level of coaching and higher level competition needs to be factored into the 
considerations when PSPs are developed. 



 

 

Talented kids from regional areas often have to commute to Melbourne three or four 
times a week to be able to enter higher level competitions, which is a stress on the 
families and means loss of valuable talent.  However, regional Councils do not have 
funds to plan and build them without assistance from the sporting federations, State 
and Federal governments.  In addition, it would not be expected that this is a burden 
on land developers. 

Some key learnings from the Baw Baw Shire PSPs for future PSP developments, 
relating to sporting reserves include. 

 Assessment of land suitability for open space e.g topography, drainage and 
other constraints such as native vegetation and ecology. 

 Use site specific land valuations (not broad hectare valuations), appropriately 
indexed 

 Use itemised cost estimates based on sport specific preferred facility 
guidelines for project construction costs (not per hectare estimates) 

 Ensure masterplans are prepared along with the PSP, for sport and 
recreations spaces and open space to provide key direction and certainty for 
community and development industry 

 Advice to Councils on options to acquire land and recommended timings 

 

Crown land committees of management 
A range of matters relating to the management of land, namely crown land, are 
considered relevant to this inquiry, as differing approaches to management of land 
can have varying outcomes to the quality of parks, reserves and open space areas.  
This can result in inequity across segments of the community when considering 
access to quality public open space and reserves.  Some of these matters include 
the following. 

 There is chronic under investment and a lack of support for these voluntary 
committees, which can result in cost shifting between levels of government.  It 
should not be the responsibility of local government to invest scarce capital 
funds into assets which are the responsibility of the State to ensure that 
segments of the community are not subject to inequity of quality public open 
space and reserve facilities. 

 Many of the sites are not fit for purpose and do not meet current building, 
recreation and sporting standards e.g female friendly, universal design, sport 
specific facility guidelines. 

 Crown committees do not receive any ongoing operational funding and there 
are minimal DELWP grant opportunities. Due to their State ownership, these 
committees can be disadvantaged as local governments are often the only 
entity able to apply for certain grants through Sport and Recreation Victoria, 
Growing Suburbs Fund etc and will more often than not prioritise the 
investment into their own assets.   

 Baw Baw Shire Council provides financial, and in-kind support, including 
insurance of buildings and annual maintenance allocations to all crown hall 



 

 

and reserve committees. Council has also prepared recreation masterplans 
for recreation reserves at Darnum, Hallora, Longwarry and Thorpdale to 
improve grant opportunities for capital investments.  It is questionable that the 
financial commitments relating to this should be the responsibility of Council. 
Further, Council has invested in delivering a range of capital projects over a 
number of years due to the insufficient capital funding provided to crown land 
committees. 

 Smaller ‘less significant’ sites such as Rokeby/Crossover Regional Park are 
not adequately resourced and rely heavily on ‘Friends Of’ and volunteer 
groups as resources are prioritised for high visitation National Parks.  This 
leads to specific issues relating to public safety, where structures such as 
bridges are not adequately funded for maintenance and renewal. 

 

Legislation and governance 
The complexities in Victorian legislation (Crown Land Act) and different policy 
approaches makes it difficult for projects that span multiple agencies e.g Parks 
Victoria, DELWP and local government. For example, several Gippsland wide trails 
have been proposed and challenges include being able to create a governance 
entity across the agencies, affordability of offset policies etc. These projects are 
critical for the economic and health benefits they bring to regional areas and are also 
designed to provide people with opportunities to experience and appreciate nature. 

 

Other considerations 
There are a number of other issues that whilst not strictly part of this inquiry are 
noteworthy. 

One particular issue relates to environmental security, which requires further 
consideration within the planning context and would be worthy of consideration at the 
same time as this inquiry.  Much of the prime agricultural, highly productively land 
which previously played the role of being the State’s ‘food bowl’ has been devastated 
by extensive development on Melbourne’s fringe.  Within the peri urban 
municipalities, including Baw Baw Shire, it is reasonable to be concerned that 
development will be prioritised over the prime agricultural land, unless this issue is 
considered and addressed.  Without intervention Baw Baw Shire could reach the 
same destiny in the not so distant future. Baw Baw Shire has a current projected 
growth of 57.19% in the period of 2020 – 2041 (source: forecast.id.com.au) and that 
growth has already been concentrated on some the best agricultural soil in the 
Region/State, predominantly due to its proximity on the boundaries of townships. 




