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Dear Darren, 
 

MITCHELL SHIRE COUNCIL SUBMISSION – PARLIAMENTARY INQUIRY INTO 
ENVIRONMENTAL INFRASTRUCTURE  
 
Thank you for Providing Mitchell Shire Council the opportunity to provide feedback to the 
Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations. Below outlines 
Council’s submission and Council welcomes the opportunity to discuss this in further 
detail and to present the submission to the Inquiry should such an opportunity arise. 
 

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

 
This Parliamentary Inquiry is timely as COVID-19 restrictions have shown the importance 
of having easily accessible environmental infrastructure. The current COVID19 
restrictions have highlighted the significant importance of delivering 20-minute 
neighborhoods as envisaged within the metropolitan planning strategy, Plan Melbourne 
2017-2050.   
 
The success of establishing and maintaining 20-minute neighbourhoods requires 
unlocking key environmental infrastructure such as trails to provide priority for 
pedestrians and cyclists with amenable access to neighbourhood destinations.  
 
COVID-19 has placed more importance on the role of streetscapes and nature strips in 
providing health and well-being benefits within the urban environment by creating local 
amenity and managing micro-climates. We feel the question should be asked; on what 
nature strips could potentially provide; whether it be for grass, tree canopy coverage, 
urban agriculture or buffers for pedestrians to use in accordance with social distancing 
requirements. Keeping in mind that street trees provide visual appeal and shade which is 
critical particularly in growing populations where there are increased residential housing 
densities.  
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2. The benefits of accessing and using different types of environmental 
infrastructure  

 
There is the potential to integrate food and fibre production on green spaces in growing 
areas, supporting locally sourced food, increasing food security, capitalising on the 
proximity to markets and major transport routes and promoting sustainable land 
management and sustainable living.  
 
The physical and mental wellbeing benefits of accessing green infrastructure is 
well known and has been clearly highlighted during COVID-19. Large open spaces, 
and in particular wetland areas can be found in the natural landscapes of the Victorian 
Volcanic Plain which also serve as large carbon sinks, helping to mitigate the impacts of 
climate change.  
 
There is also a need to provide cooler urban environments and green space in our 
growing communities, in fact the Mitchell Shire Environment Policy (2020) includes 
the 2050 goal that “Mitchell Shire Communities...interact with healthy waterways and 
benefit from collar, greener urban spaces and healthier environments”.  

  
3. Existing delays or obstacles to securing environmental infrastructure  
  
a.  Need for multi-agency and multi-disciplinary approaches for environmental 
infrastructure of State/regional significance  
 

There is a need for multi-agency and multi-disciplinary approaches towards establishing 
and maintaining environmental infrastructure of State and/or regional significance.  
 
This will assist in these outcomes becoming more realistic and could also address 
clarifying management responsibilities between stakeholders, with the example of large 
water bodies which can serve a drainage function and provide for key amenity for the 
community.  
 
The current governance and responsibility arrangements are unclear specifically around 
the role of key stakeholders such as DELWP, Parks Victoria, the relevant catchment 
authority and the Victorian Planning Authority.    
 
A current project which could be improved through the approaches suggested above is 
the preparation of the Feasibility Study for the Wallan Regional Park being led 
by the Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP).  
 
The process and governance arrangements could be simplified leading to improved 
delivery outcomes, particularly as there is an opportunity to link into a broader open space 
network with land across multiple Precinct Structure Plan areas but this requires being 
able to negotiate with landowners which doesn’t appear to be occurring effectively at 
present.  
 
The securing of the Wallan Regional Park (around Hernes Swamp) is a high priority for 
Mitchell Shire Council and identified in the Council Plan 2017-2021.  It will provide an 
opportunity for recreational activities in a semi-natural environment and provide 
protection of important biodiversity, cultural and environmental assets.   



 
 

 

 
b. Role of the Metropolitan Open Space Strategy  
 

There is a need for the Metropolitan Open Space Strategy to set a definition for 
environmental infrastructure and to clearly articulate the benefits of access and utilising 
different types. This will provide certainty for multiple stakeholders and set the scene for 
future provision planning.  
 
The draft Metropolitan Open Space Strategy was exhibited in late 2019 in response to a 
direction from the metropolitan planning strategy, Plan Melbourne 2017-2050.   
 
It is critical that this Strategy be finalised in a timely manner and provide clear 
implementation targets and responsibilities.  
 
It could address the long-standing issues of how environmental infrastructure is funded 
and maintained. While establishing a strategic framework that incorporates other key 
strategic documents such as the North and West Melbourne City Deal, Resilient 
Melbourne Urban Forest Strategy and the Yarra Strategic Plan which will hopefully 
become a template for other strategically important waterways such as the Merri Creek 
and Plenty River.  
 
The strategic framework mentioned above should also acknowledge some of the work 
that is occurring on the ground in managing these environmental infrastructure assets 
from volunteer groups such as the Merri Creek Management Committee. 
 
The framework can assist by establishing a clear hierarchy of documents to ensure there 
is strategic alignment with high-level policies and objectives.   
 

c. Importance of the current Precinct Structure Plan (PSP) Guidelines review  
 

Within the Urban Growth Boundary, it is recognised that the Precinct Structure Plan 
(PSP) guidelines are currently being reviewed which need to be finalised as a matter of 
urgency.  
 
The previous guidelines were established in 2009 and have not been able to keep up 
with the demonstrated increase in people per household (accepted in the industry that 
this has grown from 2.5 to 3.1 people per household) and the increase in dwelling density 
targets (which has increased from approximately 15 to 20 dwellings per net developable 
hectare).   
 
The PSP Guidelines review also needs to provide a clear assessment into the increased 
dwelling density requirements and how this will subsequently inform future land use 
budgets and infrastructure funding mechanisms.   
 
Additionally, it is considered that the provision rate within the 2009 PSP Guidelines of 6% 
active open space and 4% passive open space is inadequate. It is difficult to seek 
apportionment through developer contributions for open space infrastructure required 
with cumulative impacts beyond PSP boundaries and the expensive void is left to local 
councils to fund. This is particularly highlighted in scenarios where a growth area is being 



 
 

 

established around an existing settlement where there may already be existing deficits in 
environmental infrastructure provision.  
  

d. Native landscapes are often undervalued   
  

Planning for environmental infrastructure has not embraced the local environment 
and native landscapes are often undervalued. Development and regional open space 
must be designed to respond to the local geomorphology and hydrological conditions.   
 
In Mitchell Shire’s growth areas on the Victorian Volcanic Plain, this means embracing 
wetlands, springs and open grasslands.   
  
Contours should also be used more often as a planning tool to maintain hilltop and 
landscape values while also exploring how such features could become publicly 
accessible.  
 
There is a lack of guidance in this space across the planning industry and often 
maintenance implications overrides establishing a vision or strategic direction for future 
environmental infrastructure that could provide significant amenity for growing 
communities.  

  
e. Balancing the significant competing interests  
 

There are significant competing interests in establishing environmental 
infrastructure.    
 
Pressure is often placed on local councils around the viability of development, need for 
affordable housing and servicing requirements that are often prioritised at the 
compromise of open space outcomes.  
 
It is often a struggle to find adequate space for street trees which can be a critical 
community asset and provide for green links. 
 
Everything that we see above the road surface is informed by what is under the 
road. More emphasis appears to be placed on the engineering standards in favour of 
place making within urban environments. Possible solutions to this current scenario are:  

• Utility provides/asset managers consider shared trenching within road reserves 
to enable street trees to be accommodated street trees.    

• Consideration towards how canopy trees can be accommodated and the function 
of tree reserves in an urban area.  

• Consideration of larger minimum standards for nature strip widths.  
• Importance of actual housing density to see larger residential allotments in urban 

areas to create increase front setbacks that can accommodate trees without 
impacting on the structural integrity of the house or infrastructure in the road 
reserve.  
  

  



 
 

 

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

  
a. Limitations of the Melbourne Strategic Assessment   

  
The Melbourne Strategic Assessment (MSA) is the conservation strategy for growth 
corridors and is not currently performing efficiently. It’s disappointing that the MSA did not 
cover the logical inclusion areas which were introduced in 2012.  
 
The MSA is delivering pocket parks that become vulnerable from a biodiversity 
perspective.  Ideally a regional approach to the MSA would be preferred where these 
patches of high-quality flora and fauna are connected, resulting in an improved 
environmental outcome and increasing opportunities for regional passive recreation.  

  
Delays in land being acquired for conservation purposes have also been experienced 
under the existing program. There are obstacles in the program which make it more 
difficult than it should be for taking advantage of existing values and opportunity for native 
vegetation offsets across the Mitchell Shire.   

  
b. Limitations of the current planning provisions include:  

 
I. Lack of definitions for encumbered and unencumbered open space.  

Needs to consider the role of buffers within. For example, open space with cultural 
or listed species, should be considered as encumbered open space with adequate 
passive open space requirements.  
However, these are assets for our communities require careful management and 
protection and therefore should be regarded as encumbered.    

 
II. Implementing a contribution rate into the planning scheme (via the schedule to 

Clause 53.01 – Public Open Space Contribution and Subdivision) is time and 
resource intensive for local councils. Resulting in the planning scheme provisions 
not being reflective to needs and demands when development is occurring.   

 
III. The rollout of the Urban Growth Boundary and Urban Growth Zone has had 

unintended consequences. This includes landowners’ expectations within the 
UGB being raised that they will get compensated for land identified as encumbered 
or required for conservation purposes.   
Also has impacted on the ability for local councils to negotiate or value capture 
and landowners outside the UGB land banking resulting in poor land management 
outcomes.  
 
These issues are compounded for existing settlements with legacy shortfalls in 
open space provision (particularly sporting reserves) becoming an urban growth 
area which inflates land prices and puts a significant financial burden upon local 
councils to meet the community’s changing needs.  

 
IV. The concept of identifying future environment infrastructure to be unlocked through 

development outcomes is onerous for Council and landowners alike.  
For example, a large site abutting the Urban Growth Boundary comprises the 
Beveridge Foothills and Deep Creek. Allowing some future development could 



 
 

 

protect these features and unlock public access for the benefit of future residents 
within Mitchell’s growth corridor.   
 
However, the planning system would make this high-level vision difficult to achieve 
and would likely become subject to scrutiny around land supply and lot yields as 
opposed to strategic intent.  

 
V. There is a void between planning controls, which are land based tools and 

provision of environmental infrastructure which is primarily focused on population-
based measures (particularly State or Commonwealth Government grants). The 
suggestion for a strategic framework around environmental infrastructure should 
provide a mechanism for population-based measures to fill the current void within 
the planning system.  

 
VI. The new Public Land Contributions Model introduced in 2017 results in no need 

for a Public Acquisition Overlay and the full provisions of the Land and 
Compensation Act 1986 not applying.  

  
This model needs to be expanded beyond ICPs in the Urban Growth Boundary as 
it provides certainty for stakeholders and removes significant barriers from 
securing environmental infrastructure.  

 
VII. The Victorian Government Land Transactions Policy and Guidelines requires an 

urgent review. The emphasis upon selling land for highest and best use results 
means maximising financial return has been prioritised over environmental and 
social outcomes. The focus should be a triple bottom line assessment.  

 
5. Examples of best practice and innovative approaches to securing 

environmental infrastructure in other jurisdictions.  
  

a. An example of a governance structure that should be explored is the NSW 
Government’s Office of Strategic Lands and Greater Sydney 
Commission.  Appears to provide greater strategic oversight for the greater 
Sydney Region.  
    

b. Quarry Hills Bushland Park, South Morang  
The Quarry Hills Bushland Park in South Morang is a good case study of what can 
be achieved through negotiations with landowners and ability to value capture 
from site rezoning. The delivery of this parkland required a multiple agency 
approach with Melbourne Water, Parks Victoria and the then Department of 
Sustainability and Environment and was project-led by the local council (City of 
Whittlesea). This environmental infrastructure connects into a broader open space 
network through trails along waterways and other parks, able to leverage improved 
outcomes from Level Crossing Removal Authority works.  

  
c. Gumnut Park and Adventure Playground, Donnybrook  

This is an example of a developer, being Mirvac with their Olivine 
development, providing early critical community infrastructure prior to residents 
moving in. It is likely this infrastructure will help reduce social isolation 
impacts, protects heritage and environmental values. It raises the question as to 



 
 

 

how can government encourage more of these solutions?  These outcomes at 
present are largely reliant on having a willing developer and/or property prices 
being high so as to obtain a return on investment.  

  
d. Casey Fields, Cranbourne East  

Highlights what can be achieved with foresight to safeguard land and unlock both 
Government and private sector investment. Unfortunately, there is a limited ability 
for most growth area councils to achieve an outcome like this.  This raises the 
question of whether the aim should be for a facility like this in each of the growth 
corridors across metropolitan Melbourne?  

  
6. The impact of population growth in Melbourne and regional centres on the 

provision and preservation of environmental infrastructure   
 
The ability of environmental infrastructure to attract more visitors into regional areas 
is well documented. As population growth occurs in corridors, there will be investment 
opportunities within the region that can attract future nearby residents. An example 
is the Wandong to Heathcote Rail Trail that was identified in the Hume Region 
Significant Tracks and Trails Strategy 2013-2022 (2014).  This proposed alignment is 
situated just north of the Urban Growth Boundary in Wallan and has the potential to 
link up the O’Keefe Rail Trail in Heathcote. This alignment also presents opportunity 
to unlock other environmental infrastructure such as the Kilmore Creek.  
 
Another impact that needs to be considered is increased visitation on existing 
environmental assets within regional areas such as Mt Piper, Broadford and 
Monument Hill, Kilmore. This increased visitation will also increase demands for 
amenities, footpaths, car parking, signage all of which have a cumulative effect that 
needs to be planned for across multiple agencies.  
  
Thank you once again for the opportunity to provide a submission into this 
important inquiry. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact myself or Sean 
Greer (Coordinator Strategic Planning) on  or 

  
 

 
Kind Regards,   
 

 

TRAVIS CONWAY  
MANAGER STRATEGIC PLANNING 
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