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Acknowledgement of Traditional Owners 
Darebin City Council acknowledges the Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung people as the traditional owners 

and custodians of the land and waters we now call Darebin and pays respect to their elders, past, 

present and emerging. 

Council affirms that Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung people have lived on this land for millennia, practising 

their ceremonies of celebration, initiation and renewal. 

Council respects and recognises all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and their 

values, living culture and practices, including their continuing spiritual connection to the land and 

waters and their right to self determination.  

Executive Summary 
Darebin City Council welcomes the opportunity to provide input to the Victorian Parliamentary 

Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations with a submission. This 

submission has been prepared by Council officers and is not the result of a formal resolution of 

Darebin City Council, however it has been developed considering the goals and objectives outlined in 

Council adopted strategies. 

Darebin is fortunate to have over 790 hectares of public open space including parks, streetscapes 

and creeks. The municipality is bordered by two major waterways – the Merri Creek and the Darebin 

Creek and there are numerous parklands for recreation and biodiversity across the municipality.   

Environmental infrastructure includes these parks and open space as well as streetscapes, water 

sensitive urban design and natural heritage. The benefits of accessing environmental infrastructure 

are well established and include mitigating the effects of climate change, protecting biodiversity and 

a myriad of positive health and wellbeing impacts for individuals and communities. 

Darebin Council faces challenges in maintaining a level of open space provision sufficient to cater for 

it’s growing municipality. To address this, Council has adopted an ambitious Open Space Strategy 

called Breathing Space which plans for the future of Darebin’s open spaces. Breathing Space includes 

a broad definition of open space and places particular emphasis on designing open spaces that are 

inclusive for all members of the community, particularly Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 

and CALD communities. 

One of the actions of Breathing Space is a commitment to increase Darebin’s open space levy 

through the planning scheme to fund the acquisition and improvement of open spaces in Darebin. 

The challenges that have arisen during the planning scheme amendment process is an example of 

the delays to securing environmental infrastructure. It is submitted that a state wide approach to 

open space levies could reduce this barrier.  

There are also challenges for local governments for protecting trees on private land and for 

protecting and managing areas with significant natural heritage and for the purposes of biodiversity. 

Darebin has recently introduced a local law to protect trees on private property and the efficacy of 

this is still being monitored. However, the submission highlights some of the challenges that have 

arisen when local laws conflict with planning regulations.  The submission also highlights the need 

for greater protection of significant native grasslands and advocates for the protection of 

Dumbarton Street Grasslands. 
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COVID-19 has highlighted the communities’ reliance on environmental infrastructure and while the 

over use of our open spaces has brought challenges for maintaining these spaces, there have also 

been opportunities for pilot projects including streetscape improvements and rewilding Darebin.  

Council also acknowledges the Wurundjeri Woi-wurrung people as the traditional owners and 

custodians of Darebin’s land and waters, and all other traditional custodians across Victoria. We 

respect and recognise Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities’ values, living culture and 

practices. We strongly encourage the Inquiry to seek out and listen to traditional custodian 

knowledge, to inform its deliberations and recommendations.  

Introduction 

Purpose of Inquiry 
This submission is in response to the Parliamentary Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for 

Growing Populations, which was triggered when the Victorian Legislative Assembly Environment and 

Planning Committee received the following Terms of Reference from the Legislative Assembly on 1 

May 2019: 

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. 

Examples of environmental infrastructure of particular interest to the Committee include parks and 

open space, sporting fields, forest and bushland, wildlife corridors and waterways. The Committee is 

primarily interested in environmental infrastructure that is within or close to urbanised areas. 

Scope of this Submission 
This submission responds to the inquiry by addressing the following points in relation to the terms of 

reference:  

1. the benefits of accessing and using different types of environmental infrastructure 
2. the impact of population growth in Melbourne and regional centres on the provision and 

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

between different regional centres 
4. the effectiveness of current legislation and planning provisions in securing environmental 

infrastructure 
5. existing delays or obstacles to securing environmental infrastructure 
6. the impact of COVID-19 on the importance, use and design of environmental infrastructure  
7. examples of best practice and innovative approaches to securing environmental 

infrastructure in other jurisdictions. 
 

The benefits of accessing and using different types of environmental 

infrastructure 
Darebin is fortunate to have over 790 hectares of public open space including parks, streetscapes 

and creeks. The municipality is bordered by two major waterways – the Merri Creek and the Darebin 

Creek and there are numerous parklands for recreation and biodiversity across the municipality.   
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Darebin is a rapidly growing municipality in terms of population and housing development and to 

ensure the future of Open Space is planned for, Darebin Council adopted its new Open Space 

Strategy, Breathing Space in September 2019. Breathing Space focuses on land that is publicly 

owned, freely accessible and set aside primarily for recreation, nature conservation, passive outdoor 

enjoyment and/or public gatherings. Breathing Space encompasses a broader definition of open 

space than that which is commonly used in planning and includes not only parks and reserves, but 

also streetscapes, nature strips, productive food gardens, urban nodes, quasi-public space, parklets, 

transport corridors and overlapping uses of space with schools, public asset providers and other 

institutions (Breathing Space p. 7). A broad definition of open space is important, as it recognises the 

different types of open space that can support environmental infrastructure and starts to identify 

the multitude of land owners and managers who are responsible for implementing, managing and 

maintaining environmental infrastructure. 

In this submission, we have interpreted the term ‘environmental infrastructure’ to include the broad 

definition of open space as defined in Breathing Space (above) and to also include natural heritage. 

Darebin includes 139 sites of local, regional, state and national heritage significance owned and/or 

managed by both government and non-government landowners. (Natural Heritage Study p. 7). The 

benefits of accessing and using different types of environmental infrastructure are numerous and 

well established and include: 

• mitigating the impacts of climate change by mitigating urban heat, improving water quality 
and managing stormwater run off 

• protecting threatened species by providing habitat and biodiversity 

• providing a space to exercise and access beauty, social and cultural connection 

• improved wellbeing by providing physical and mental health benefits 

• food production 

• comfort for active travel through shade, shelter and pollution reduction reducing noise and 
air pollution.  

(Breathing Space p. 15) 

Council’s commitment to improving access and use is enshrined in endorsed policies and plans, 

including the Darebin Health and Wellbeing Plan 2017-2021. The plan is, in part, guided by the 

Environments for Health Framework, and includes relevant goals: 

• Goal 1: Create equitable, healthy and sustainable neighbourhoods 

• Goal 4: Improve the physical health of all Darebin people 

The impact of population growth in Melbourne and regional centres 

on the provision and preservation of environmental infrastructure   
 
Darebin is a rapidly growing culturally diverse municipality with a population that is expected to 
increase from 161,609 in 2018 to approximately 196,000 by 2028 (34,391 people in 10 years). This 
increase in population will create greater pressure on existing open spaces. Further, in a developed 
urban municipality like Darebin, opportunities to acquire land for additional open space are limited 
due to the availability of undeveloped land as well as increasing land values. It is anticipated that the 
majority of housing development in the municipality will be in the form of medium and high-density 
development and therefore, less households will have access to a traditional backyard and will rely 
more heavily on accessing public open space for their recreational and other wellbeing needs.  This 
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means that the provision of publicly accessible environmental infrastructure is even more important 
to ensure the liveability of the municipality. 
 
Provision of open space and environmental infrastructure 

Breathing Space provides an analysis of Darebin’s public open space provision rates per capita in 
2018 compared to the expected provision rates in 2028. This showed that Darebin has low rates of 
open space provision per capita at approximately 19.4 square metres per person and the per capita 
provision is expected to drop to 16 square metres per person due to the expected population 
increase. The analysis also showed that the areas that will experience the most high-density 
development also have a lower provision for public open space which will only be exacerbated in the 
future as shown in the below figure: 
 

 
 
(Breathing Space p. 34) 
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As shown above, some areas lack access to public open space within 500m of all residences. Some of 
these areas, particularly in the suburb of Preston will also see significant population increases in the 
next 10 years. The map illustrates that if there is not improvements (to allow a greater diversity of 
uses) and an increase to the amount of open space available, the open space provision for the 
population will continue to decline. 
 
There are also other impacts that infill development has on environmental infrastructure, including 
the increase of service provision (electricity, telecommunications, gas, water, sewerage), as well as 
legacy infrastructure layouts that make provision of street trees and vegetation on streets 
challenging in many areas – particularly in established suburbs where trees and vegetation were not 
prioritised in the past. Breathing Space has an action to seek opportunities to put power lines 
underground as part of public or private development works (A13.2), but Darebin would welcome 
advocacy to encourage utility service providers to play their part in enabling environmental 
infrastructure to thrive through better and more linked up service design, maintenance and site 
reinstatement requirements that hold environmental infrastructure at the same value as other 
utilities and services.  
 

Biodiversity 

Population growth adds pressure to the use of environmental infrastructure and the impacts on 
biodiversity have been witnessed as follows: 

• factors such as rubbish dumping, weed invasion, vandalism and general human traffic 
contribute severely and collectively to habitat degradation at parks and reserves 

• Edge effects from overuse and overcrowding may reduce area of available habitat in parks 

and reserves and also increase fragmentation between connecting habitat.  

• Chemical pollutants from properties adjoining parks and reserves (e.g. pesticides/herbicides) 

may invade conservation areas and cause dieback of indigenous flora and mortality to 

invertebrate fauna. 

• Domestic pets and introduced species wandering through reserves threatens local wildlife 

through predation or outcompeting for resources. 

• ‘Guerrilla gardening’ by local residents at parks and reserves, roadsides, vacant blocks etc. 

contributes to spread of noxious weeds. 

• ‘Heat island effect’ associated with built cities and reduced vegetated areas may impact 

seasonality of wildlife in search of food and habitat. 

Natural heritage 

The natural heritage strategy identifies key threats to natural heritage environmental infrastructure: 

• Weeds - weeds are introduced by the wind, by birds and animals, by stormwater from 
gutters and kerbs, by ‘escaping’ over backyard fences and by people dumping soil and 
garden waste (Natural Heritage Strategy p.24) 

• Fractured habitat -  the ability of Darebin’s indigenous flora and fauna to adapt and 
translocate when required is limited by the fractured nature and extent of natural heritage 
sites within the municipality. In general, natural heritage in Darebin at best provides habitat 
‘stepping stones’ for flora and fauna on the move. There are limited opportunities for 
Council to develop additional habitat corridors, given the costs of purchasing land and 
resources required to provide ongoing maintenance once a new site is revegetated. (Natural 
Heritage Strategy p. 26) 

• Climate Change - The 2015 report by CSIRO The Implications of Climate Change for 
Biodiversity, Conservation and the National Reserve System states that due to climate 
change, within decades, environments across Australia will be substantially different from 



Darebin City Council submission - Victorian Parliamentary Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations 

8 
 

those currently experienced by biodiversity at most locations. It also predicts that biodiversity 
management may need to change significantly to minimise future losses. Over the next 
decade, given the likelihood of increasing temperatures and severe flooding events from 
more intense storms (with less overall rainfall), it is important that Council considers the 
impacts of climate change on natural heritage sites, and that land management and 
maintenance changes to manage these broader effects. Severe flood events in particular can 
cause scouring, weed transfer and generalised damage to natural heritage areas. (Dunlop et 
al 2012 p. 28-29) 

 

Differences in the availability of environmental infrastructure 

between different suburbs and between different regional centres 
 

Environmental infrastructure varies throughout the city of Darebin. Research conducted for 

Breathing Space demonstrates the disparity between open space provision between suburbs. See 

table below: 

 

(Breathing Space, p. 34).  

In addition to a disparity of availability of open space in Darebin, the differences in existing 

environmental infrastructure across metropolitan Melbourne is stark. A recent report of tree canopy 

cover in all Australian state capital cities demonstrates disparities of tree canopy coverage 

throughout all metropolitan areas. In Melbourne, northern and western municipalities have lower 

levels of tree canopy coverage (Jacobs 2014). In the northern areas of Melbourne, including Darebin, 

vegetation and tree coverage on streets, in parkland and on residential land has slightly increased in 

the period 2014-2018 – however, these results are over the region and gains in some areas may 

compensate for losses in others (Hurley et al 2019). Infill housing developments can cause significant 

loss of tree canopy coverage – in areas with significant low density (townhouse) infill development 

throughout the suburbs, the loss of green open space is significant (Newton et al 2020).  
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As recognised in Breathing Space with key directions of meeting community open space needs, 

rewilding Darebin: improving biodiversity and creating a green streets network; environmental 

infrastructure needs to be distributed throughout the urban environment and not be only focused in 

parks to have optimal effects. Distributed vegetation on streets, private property, in parks and 

reserves, and along creeks means that the ecosystem services are benefiting all areas of the urban 

environment (and where people live, work and play). With the right environmental infrastructure in 

the right location, we can expect ecosystem service benefits to include a reduction in land surface 

and air temperatures and a reduction in night temperatures which improves human thermal comfort 

(Coutts and Tapper 2017), contributing to health and wellbeing benefits for humans, and improving 

biodiversity and habitat.  

The effectiveness of current legislation and planning provisions in 

securing environmental infrastructure 
 

Public Open Space Contributions – Planning Scheme Amendment C186 

Darebin currently collects an open space contribution rate of between 2 and 5 per cent based on a 

sliding scale under Schedule to Clause 53.01 in the Darebin Planning Scheme. Darebin is currently 

preparing an amendment to the Scheme (Planning Scheme Amendment C186) to increase the levy 

from 2-5% to 10% for all subdivisions of three or more lots within the municipality.  

The current open space levy rate in the Darebin Planning Scheme will not be sufficient to provide for 

the open space needs of the future population. The funds made available from the increased open 

space levy will be used to invest directly back into open spaces to improve the quality of existing 

spaces and to acquire more open space to grow the network. 

Planning Scheme Amendment C186 is ambitious and proposes a new, untested methodology to 

calculate an open space rate based on an inclusionary provision to meet an acceptable per capita 

standard per person, rather than a costed plan. The amendment was exhibited in November - 

December 2019 and 57 submissions were received. In February 2020, Council considered all 

submissions and referred all submissions to an independent Planning Panel anticipated to occur in 

April 2020.  

However, developer opposition to progressing the panel hearing online to accommodate COVID-19 

social distancing requirements delayed the planning panel hearing. Further to this, a planning panels 

report (the Monash Report) for Monash City Council’s Amendment C148mona was released which 

provided some recommendations that are relevant to Darebin’s proposed planning scheme 

amendment as Monash also used the same methodology to calculate their open space levy rate. The 

Monash Report did not support the per capita provision approach to calculating an open space levy 

rate and recommended that Monash Council undertake further work to develop an open space 

strategy implementation plan including a land acquisitions plan that identifies costs, priorities and 

responsibilities for delivering their open space program. It was recommended that this costed plan 

was used to calculate the open space levy rate. 

Darebin Council has decided to learn from the Monash Report and resolved to delay the planning 

panel hearing for Amendment C186 to allow officers to undertake further strategic work to support 

the increase to the open space levy.  
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Planning Scheme Amendments take time and resources and often require specialist consultants as 

well as legal advocates. In the absence of any standardised approach to open space levy 

contributions, local councils must provide their own strategic justification when seeking to increase 

the open space levy rate via clause 53.01. As demonstrated, this process is then scrutinised at 

Planning Panels Victoria by legal advocates, expert witnesses and panel members. It is then assessed 

by DELWP officers and the Minister for Planning. Darebin’s Planning Scheme Amendment has been 

delayed by at least a year to undertake this further work and there is no guarantee that the 

methodology will be supported by a Planning Panel, by officers at DEWLP and eventually by the 

Planning Minister.  

More planning guidance is required on an appropriate methodology to calculate open space 

developer contributions. This would assist Councils to ensure their open space levy is sufficient to 

meet their rapidly increasing populations.  The current levy system is unclear, onerous and time and 

resources intensive for local government to administer. 

Tree Protection 

Trees are an integral part of environmental infrastructure and Council has several approaches to the 
protection of trees, each with varying degrees of effectiveness, these are noted below: 

 

Darebin Planning Scheme 

The Darebin Planning Scheme contains environmental overlays to protect significant identified 

vegetation values in the following areas: 

• the Merri Creek and Environs (ESO) 

• Darebin Creek and Environs (ESO) 

• the former Kingsbury Centre (VPO) 

• Mount Cooper (VPO) 

• Bundoora (VPO) 

• Springthorpe Estate (VPO) 

• Macleod (VPO) 

• Lancaster Gate (VPO) 

Planning vegetation overlays are resource and time intensive to introduce and maintain as 

vegetation changes over time and is normally only applicable to small areas of significant vegetation. 

The current system doesn’t recognise the benefits that all vegetation plays in a cumulative way and 

to address climate change mitigation and urban heat island impacts. It’s also not good at requiring 

new and increased vegetation to be planted alongside new development.  

The fact that this process is onerous creates a barrier to introducing protections and also a time 

delay associated with the lengthy planning process.  Opportunities to strengthen provisions on a 

state-wide basis to address these barriers should be explored.  

Local Law - Tree Protection 

City of Darebin Local Law for the Protection of Trees on Private Property 2019 (adopted 8 April 
2019), requires a local law permit to remove mature trees on private property.  As the Local Law has 
only been operational for a short time, it is difficult to gauge its effectiveness. Feedback received 
from other Councils is that conflicts have arisen between planning scheme requirements and the 
local law permit requirements, where development rights often outweigh tree protection objectives.  
 
Statutory planning 
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Council’s statutory planners currently consider trees under Clause 54 (one dwelling on a lot) and 
Clause 55 (2 or more dwellings on a lot and residential buildings) of the Darebin Planning Scheme. 
Trees are identified on a site context plan and considered as part of a planning application. Where 
trees are identified for removal, Council’s arborist assesses these trees for their significance/values. 
Any proposed removal of significant trees requires replacement planting, council’s arborist 
recommends the preferred species type and size for replacement planting. For those trees to be 
retained, a Tree Protection Zone (temporary fencing) is required to minimise undue impact during 
construction. This approach ensures that existing trees are considered as part of the application. 
 
Overall, strong more consistent controls across the state could overcome many of the challenges 
and barriers – creating more certainty for community and developers alike, achieving better 
outcomes more effectively and with less cost.   
 
We would also encourage the inquiry to review recent academic research that considered the 
efficacy of significant tree registers, local laws, and planning overlays (Clark et al 2020).  A qualitative 
study interviewing urban foresters and urban planners in local government found that “the 
professionals interviewed believe these mechanisms are applied too subjectively and are 
undermined by exemptions, lack of enforcement, and inadequate penalties. They also believe that 
private landholders exaggerate tree ‘risk’ and that education programs to improve community 
support for private trees and their retention are critical to reverse canopy loss” (Clark et al 2020 p. 
1). 
 

Green roofs 

Infill development results in a reduction of environmental infrastructure on private land. 

Alternatives to ground level environmental infrastructure include green roofs and walls on buildings 

(Osmond and Sharifi 2017). Green roofs and walls can be good alternatives where space for canopy 

trees and other environmental infrastructure is limited. In Australia, applications of green roofs and 

walls are yet to mature. Green roofs and walls are not currently a financially viable option for most 

infill housing developments in Australia, particularly low-density suburban infill development. In 

other countries which include green roof/wall provision in regulatory building and planning codes, 

efforts have been made in education for the planning, design, construction and maintenance 

industries to ensure any regulations can be widely implemented successfully (for example, 

Singapore, China).  

Existing delays or obstacles to securing environmental infrastructure 
 

Planning Scheme Amendment C186 – Open Space Levy 

See discussion in the previous section as an example of delays to the planning scheme amendment 

process to secure funds for the improvement and acquisition of public open space via clause 53.01 of 

the Planning Scheme. 

Dumbarton Street Grasslands 

Stronger state government policy commitment to ecosystems legislation and greater funding would 

save Dumbarton Street grasslands. 

• The Dumbarton Street Grassland in Reservoir is a parcel of land that was originally Plains 

Grassy Woodland, similar to nearby Bundoora Park. It was cleared in the 1800s or early 1900s 
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for grazing of livestock but has not been used since the area around it was developed for 

housing in the 1960s. 

• The site contains endemic plants that are typical of the critically endangered grasslands of the 

Victoria Volcanic Plains (Context 2011; Biosis 2018; Richings 2018). The Darebin Natural 

Heritage Study (Context 2011) classified the site as containing Environment Protection and 

Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) listed Natural Temperate Grassland of the 

Victorian Volcanic Plain ecological community. The site is currently under threat of 

development, despite the presence of threatened species (Matted Flax-lily) and this EPBC Act 

listed ecological community. 

• In 2019, Darebin Council advocated for the protection of indigenous grasslands at the site and 

objected to the compulsory acquisition by the state government of a right of way previously 

owned by Council. Council wants to save these precious grasslands but unfortunately state 

government is still intending to proceed with social housing development. Darebin would like 

to work with State Government to identify alternative sites with a similar social housing yield 

and better access to services for this housing project that are either in Council or State 

Government ownership. 

The impact of COVID-19 on the importance, use and design of 

environmental infrastructure  
 

COVID-19 and the associated restrictions relating to business closures, cessation of organised sport, 

gym and pool closures, play centres and play ground closures as well as physical distancing 

requirements, limitations on social gatherings and geographical limits on people’s movements has 

meant that the reliance on and importance of locally accessible environmental infrastructure to 

community health and wellbeing has never been more apparent. The increased use of these spaces 

had led to many challenges as well as opportunities as discussed below: 

Changing needs 

It is clear that many outdoor areas have been more important and in higher demand during the 

pandemic restrictions, and it is possible that they will remain so, possibly for years.  For example, if a 

vaccine is not developed or not for some time, we would expect green roofs, outdoor dining areas 

and open spaces to be important to facilitating covid safe social and economic activity. 

In the longer run they will be important for ensuring that our cities are resilient to future pandemics. 

Challenges 

 
The questions in this inquiry are framed as 'securing, importance of, use and design' but at no point 
is there a mention about renewal and maintenance. COVID-19 has seen a significant increase in 
overall park usage and has placed greater pressures on our open space network. Shared trails have 
become cyclist superhighways, with overcrowding spilling into non formalised areas such as creek 
reserves and conservation sites. Increased traffic has led to a significant increase in litter/dog faeces 
which is problematic. Factoring in ongoing maintenance time and costs is critical for ongoing efficacy 
of environmental infrastructure. Increased use of open spaces coupled with increasing populations, 
as well as COVID-19 fundamentally changing and increasing how people use urban open spaces, 
which will mean more intensive maintenance regimes into the future.  
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There has also been increasing conflict with people walking dogs and other open space users. The 

solutions to this require a nimble response to temporary park management options to change such 

things – this is hard for dog off-leash areas for example where off leash areas must be gazetted and 

is a long process to change.  

More diversity of spaces need to be provided locally for people to use. A range of spaces for 

recreation that allows for social distancing, including play opportunities for children who may not 

have access to outdoor space at home.  

Opportunities 

COVID-19 has also provided opportunities. The Rewilding Darebin program is a specific example of 

an innovative, ambitious and nimble program that supports rewilding goals in Breathing Space whilst 

supporting staff who would otherwise have been left with no meaningful work. Darebin Council 

worked to redeploy people whose usual work roles were affected by our COVID-19 response, 

matching people’s skills to suitable temporary assignments across the organisation.  

With Stage 3 COVID-19 restrictions in force, the Parks and Open Space Team at Darebin Council 

initiated the Rewilding Darebin program. A Rewilding Team was established and oversaw redeployed 

staff, secured all available indigenous plants and identified areas for potential rewilding. Initial work 

scoped site requirements and species to be planted at each location and factored in future 

maintenance considerations.  

“Parks and Open Space was an obvious area for Darebin City Council staff redeployment 

because the space allowed for social distancing and there was the ‘feel good’ factor of being 

out in nature, which they thought was important for anyone feeling vulnerable. We’d been 

planning ’Rewilding Darebin’, part of the Open Space Strategy to improve biodiversity across 

the city, with indigenous vegetation especially, this seemed the perfect opportunity to 

activate it” – Michelle Team Leader Parks and Open Space  

Commencing in April 2020, the Rewilding Program included 61 staff. In just 15 weeks the Rewilding 

Team have planted 78,000 indigenous and native grasses, shrubs and trees in 16 sites; rewilding 7Ha 

of open space. Incredible species diversity has been achieved with 115 species planted. With a 

further 43,000 plants secured from 13 nurseries, the program will continue when Stage 4 lockdowns 

are lifted. Emerging through a Darebin pandemic response, the Rewilding Darebin program included 

education, a sense of connection and opportunities for redeployed staff to ‘get their hands dirty’ and 

make a positive contribution to open spaces in Darebin. 

The Rewilding program provides a key resource and provides transferable learnings for further 

programs with the Darebin community as partners in biodiversity protection, connection and 

protection of local open spaces; and provides a model for replication and adaption in other local 

government areas.  

Examples of best practice and innovative approaches to securing 

environmental infrastructure in other jurisdictions. 
 

A best practice approach to securing environmental infrastructure considers investments in good 

design and planning up front and plans for ongoing management and maintenance after the capital 

investment in infrastructure has been made.  
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Investment in good design needs to be considered in securing, developing and maintaining 

environmental infrastructure. The quality of design can significantly affect the function of a project 

across its lifespan, and the operating costs associated with this (OVGA). Breathing Space includes 

objectives to improve open spaces in Darebin:  

• Recognise local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and communities, particularly 

traditional owners 

• Designing for culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) communities 

• Reflect diverse needs 

• Provide facilities that make open spaces more appealing and useable by more people 

• Balance the needs of different users 

• Make all open spaces multi-use 

• Increase appreciation for biodiversity 

• Protect local species 

• Engage the community as partners in biodiversity protection 

• Make indigenous bushland character the default choice 

• Develop a network of green streets in Darebin 

• Enable walking and cycling 

Environmental infrastructure should be designed, constructed and managed in a way that fulfils 

each of these objectives. It should be developed through an evidence-based process and respond to 

the site.  

One of Darebin’s Breathing Space actions is to create a plan to identify opportunities to partner with 

businesses and organisations to activate street frontages in retail activity precincts. The idea of 

redesigning streets to include more space for people by reducing road carriageways and car parking 

is not new, but the impact of COVID-19 has led to a widespread series of trials to reassign street 

space for pedestrian use and outdoor dining and trading. Several Melbourne municipalities are 

following formats used in New York, for example, where streets are closed to vehicular traffic. Plants 

in raised planter boxes feature in these designs for ambiance, aesthetics and shade provision. Recent 

media conversations in Australia1 have highlighted that this response is not suitable everywhere 

because of heavy traffic or narrow streets; the approach is well suited to suburban shopping strips 

and smaller neighbourhood activity centres. 

Darebin’s Streets for People 

Environmental infrastructure plays a key role in creating streets for people. Darebin’s Streets for 

People project seeks to restore a balance in the role of streets between their functional modal 

requirements and their role in defining places and spaces for people. The goals of streets for people 

are to:  

• prioritises people as the main users of streets and that future street design should maximise 

opportunities to improve pedestrian safety and amenity,  

• Minimise conflict between the varying modes of transport, with higher priority given to 

pedestrian and cyclists without compromising the functional role of streets and 

requirements to support adjacent existing and future uses 

                                                           
1 https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/lifematters/running-a-restaurant-or-bar-in-the-
pandemic/12642478 
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• Increase cycling confidence along the corridors by providing high-quality cycling 

infrastructure that is well connected, easily navigated with varying degrees of separation 

and safety from moving traffic. 

Implementation includes a range of environmental infrastructure components of restricting vehicles 

with pocket parks, creating pinch points by widening nature strips, infill street tree planting and 

nature strip planting to which WSUD can be included. Such initiatives are localised, meaning that 

forms of environmental infrastructure can be included throughout the urban and suburban fabric 

and not only in parks and reserves.  

Recognising Traditional Owners 

Objective 2 in Breathing Space is to Recognise local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and 

communities, particularly traditional owners. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives, with 

respect to traditional environmental knowledge as well as sustainability concepts, should be centred 

in current and future arrangements to secure environmental infrastructure. Council recognises 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander residents’ and communities’ strengths, resilience, cultural rights 

and values, living culture and practices, including their continuing spiritual, physical and cultural 

connection to the land and waters and their right to self-determination. The policies, practices and 

legislation enacted by the Victorian Government exist within a broader context of ongoing 

colonisation and dispossession of land, water and culture. As such, it is imperative that the inquiry 

recognise the critical importance and value of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples' wisdom, 

observations, insights, and knowledge.  

Best practice and innovative approaches to securing environmental infrastructure centres 

community voices and amplifies those who are most marginalised. Darebin advocates for a 

community development approach in realising this objective. For example, residents in East 

Reservoir, supported by Council, advocated for improvements to TW Andrews Reserve. These 

included a new meeting space, and better lighting, paths and more trees. As a result of the 

community advocacy, Council sought external funding and committed budget to an improvement 

project directly informed by the experiences of residents. 

Nature play 

Nature play is being recognised as an important aspect of environmental infrastructure, providing 

biodiversity and habitat, space for leisure and recreation in a vegetated setting and providing 

valuable contact with nature for children and their families and carers. A nature play movement is 

occurring globally with some cities revegetating their school grounds to increase environmental 

infrastructure2, and developing spaces for outdoor ‘bush’ kinders3.  

Breathing Space contains the following actions relating to Nature Play: 

• Increase the opportunities for children to engage with nature. 

• Increase the provision of purpose built nature play and bush kinder areas throughout the 
municipality. 
Encourage stewardship to develop the community’s sense of connection to, and protection 
of, their local open space. 

                                                           
2 https://connectingnature.eu/poznan 
3 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/18/t-magazine/germany-forest-kindergarten-outdoor-preschool-
waldkitas.html 
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City of Kingston voluntary contributions scheme 

In 2016, the City of Kingston adopted a voluntary developer contributions scheme – the first of its 

kind offered by a local government in Victoria. This scheme would allow developers to pay a 

voluntary contribution to Council, achieving compliance with the planning scheme through off-site 

stormwater infrastructure designed, built and maintained by the City of Kingston. This approach was 

designed to provide developers with a flexible approach to meeting the stormwater management 

requirements of the planning scheme, but also provided Council with an opportunity to raise 

revenue to construct WSUD infrastructure.  

In 2018, the City of Kingston won the Stormwater Victoria award for ‘Excellence in Policy and 

Education’ for this scheme. The contribution scheme resulted in the construction of the Edithvale 

Recreation Reserve Integrated Water Treatment and Reuse project, which harvests and treats 

stormwater to prevent flooding in low-lying Edithvale and is used to irrigate adjacent open space. 

This project saves up to 8.2 million litres of potable water per year. 

A Human Rights Centred Approach to Environmental Infrastructure 

Overall, Council notes its responsibility under the Victorian Charter to support, protect and promote 

a range of civil and political rights which relate to the public realm and the provision of 

environmental infrastructure, specifically: 

• The right to freedom of movement 

• The right to protection from discrimination 

• Protection of families and children 

• Cultural rights, particularly for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 

• Right to privacy 

• Right to information  

Differences in the availability of environmental infrastructure can be amplified already marginalised 

community members. For example, people experiencing homelessness, people with cognitive 

impairments or people living with a disability may experience difficulties in exercising and 

advocating for their rights – particularly to public authorities, such as Council.  

Conversely, those with greater privilege (including but not limited to economic privilege) have 

historically lobbied for increased intervention in public infrastructure which in effect, restrict further 

the accessibility of public space to groups at greatest risk of discrimination & disadvantage, these 

include: 

Increased video surveillance 

• New by-laws setting out rules for use including public drinking 

• Increased policing by Council & Vic Pol 

• Defensive architecture 

• Reduction / removal of infrastructure which is perceived to foster undesirable behaviour eg. 

weather shelters, free BBQs, toilet blocks 

 

Conclusion 
The Victorian Legislative Assembly Environment and Planning Committee’s ‘Inquiry into 

Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations’ is a welcomed opportunity for Darebin to 
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reaffirm its commitment to ensuring all community members have good access to essential 

environmental infrastructure particularly as the population increases and we are all experiencing the 

challenges of COVID-19 .  

The submission outlines the numerous benefits of accessing environmental infrastructure, particularly 

during a pandemic. It also gives examples of the challenges in securing additional environmental 

infrastructure for recreation as well as biodiversity and advocates for a co-ordinated state government 

response to this challenge.  

The submission also highlights the challenges to environmental infrastructure that COVID-19 has 

exacerbated including the overuse of existing infrastructure and the additional maintenance 

requirements. However, it also provides some positive examples of the opportunities that have arisen 

from a ‘new- normal’ during COVID-19 by way of improvements to streetscapes and the planting of 

trees as part of the Rewilding Darebin. 
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