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PIA Victoria represents over 1300 planners and engage each year with upward of 7000 through our communications, 
professional development program and planning-related briefings and events.

PIA greatly appreciates the opportunity to contribute the deliberations of the Inquiry.

Our submission focuses on highlighting key matters for the Inquiry to further consider in its deliberations. Our key 
messages are:

• To deliver liveable places, the provision of Environmental Infrastructure should be valued alongside the delivery of 
more traditional infrastructure. This would entail a paradigm shift in the hierarchy of decision making. 

• The definition of ‘open space’ and the places and spaces within our city that contribute to people’s perceptions of 
place / nature and the benefits they get from ‘open space’ needs to be considered in a much more nuanced manner. 
Understanding ‘open space’ and other places and spaces such as parks, sporting fields, bushland and waterways and 
importantly, streets, as Environmental Infrastructure may allow this.

• The current approach focused on quantity and proximity of Environmental Infrastructure needs to be reconsidered and 
moderated to reflect a better understanding of ‘quality’ and ‘fit’ of the Environmental Infrastructure to which a local 
community has access.

• The multiple roles that Environmental Infrastructure plays need to be recognised and the delivery and management of 
these better integrated to optimise benefit for the broader community.

• While delivery of Environmental Infrastructure in the public realm is critical, the private realm also has an important 
role to play. The greatest benefit to growing populations in Melbourne and Victorian regional towns will result when 
Environmental Infrastructure is integrated across the public and private realms.

• Appropriate funding and resources must be provided to ensure any existing and new initiatives/policies are delivered 
and enforced. 

PLANNING INSTITUTE AUSTRALIA 
(VIC) SUBMISSION: INQUIRY INTO 
ENVIRONMENTAL INFRASTRUCTURE 
FOR GROWING POPULATIONS
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The Planning Institute of Australia (PIA) welcomes the opportunity to prepare this submission into the Inquiry into 
Environmental Infrastructure for Growing Populations. Given the many and varied social, environmental and financial 
benefits Environmental Infrastructure can deliver, and the pressing imperative of climate change, we are pleased to 
assist the Inquiry with our response. 

We understand the Terms of Reference for this Inquiry are framed around community access to parks and open space, 
sporting fields, forest and bushland, wildlife corridors and waterways. For the purpose of this submission, references to 
Environmental Infrastructure can be taken as being all of the above, but also includes streets and other public spaces 
where nature can be found or supported, as well as the broader canopy cover which is supported by both public 
and private land. We understand the focus of the Inquiry is primarily around “parks and open space” but hope that a 
broader appreciation of the role all components of the public realm have to play in the future provision of Environmental 
Infrastructure will also be considered. 

PIA supports the designation of open space and related infrastructure as ‘environmental’ or ‘green’ infrastructure. 
Planning for this infrastructure needs to lead conversations around liveability alongside more traditional ‘grey’ 
infrastructure. ‘Environmental infrastructure’ (‘green’ infrastructure’) should be placed on an equal footing with ‘grey’.

ROLE OF PLANNING IN DELIVERING EI

Planning has always been the profession that ‘balances’ the range of outcomes. Planners, including Urban Designers, 
are responsible for the delivery of plans which shape the places our communities live. Planners collaborate with 
landscape architects and architects, engineers, social planners and other built environment professionals to deliver our 
work. Planning is the core disciple involved the delivery of spaces and places and is one of the few disciplines which 
consider the full spectrum on EI though our practice.

Victoria’s planning schemes also provide the statutory mechanisms through which much of the ‘on the ground’ delivery 
of EI is documented and facilitated. Reforms which are targeted at the planning system offer a key opportunity for 
improved outcomes in the delivery of EI.

INTRODUCTION

WHY IS ENVIRONMENTAL INFRASTRUCTURE IMPORTANT?

In recognition of the extensive body of research which we are sure the Inquiry will be pointed to through various 
submissions we have kept our identification of benefits concise, as follows:

Ecosystem services 

Environmental Infrastructure plays a critical role in the delivery of ecosystem services. The standard international 
definition of ‘ecosystem services’ includes provisioning, supporting, regulating and cultural ecosystem services (see 
discussion below re cultural services). The benefits of EI through this lens includes:

• Supporting services maintain environmental conditions that support life, e.g. nutrient cycling, soil formation, habitat 
provision and pollination. These services then enable the ecosystems to continue providing services such as food 
supply, flood regulation, and water purification. 

• Provisioning ecosystems services are the resources that can be delivered such as food, energy and water. 

• Regulating ecosystems are such things as carbon sequestration and climate regulation, purification of water and 
air, pest and disease control and flood protection
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Climate change resilience and mitigation benefits

Environmental Infrastructure also provides significant benefits in both mitigating climate change (through 
sequestration as noted above) and in adaptation. Environmental Infrastructure will become increasingly critical to 
the effective functioning of our cities as climate change impacts begin to be felt. These assets will play a crucial 
role not only in preserving the ecological balance and related services, but also in ensuring our urban spaces 
remain ‘liveable’ in the truest sense. 

Impacts such as the Heat Island Effect are felt disproportionately by the most vulnerable such as the elderly, 
young and economically disadvantaged. This emerging role of EI as a critical component of ‘adaptation’ 
responses also need to be better integrated into planning, implementation and funding mechanisms. The 
importance of EI in supporting a response to the biodiversity crisis currently facing Victoria and the rest of the 
nation by increasing ecological resilience should also not be understated. These emerging roles as ‘adaptation’ 
responses need to be better integrated into planning, implementation and funding mechanisms. 

Cultural and social benefits

To a large degree it is the informal acknowledgment of the cultural and social benefits of EI that has largely 
driven the provision of ‘open space’ through Victoria’s planning system. Including the physical health benefits of 
access to open space, cultural and social values which can be delivered by EI include:

• Places for people to gather for formal community events such as outdoor cinemas, Carols by Candlelight etc, 
to meet friends, use playgrounds or participate in informal BBQs parties and other gatherings

• Places for people to play sport, walk the dog, throw a ball or a frisbee and other active pursuits. Much work 
has been done by the Heart Foundation that has established clear links between the availability of open 
space and health outcomes, including increased rates of exercise collated to increased access to open 
spaces (see: Heart Foundation, Healthy Active by Design).

• Places for people to just ‘be’, with no financial cost or requirement for a specific activity to be undertaken. 

• Breaks in the urban form which provide a contrast and complement to the increasingly dense built form 
of our cities and regions. They also offer significant ‘aesthetic’ benefits, and for some, a form of ‘spiritual’ 
connection.

• Access to nature which a growing body of evidence suggests is critical for our mental health and wellbeing, 
including greater life satisfaction (which studies have shown to be proportional to the percentage of 
accessible green open space). These benefits again are multiplied for lower social economics cohorts. 

• Further, where people feel more aware of and connected to EI assets they are more likely to feel ownership 
over, and take stewardship of, their surrounding environment. 

• Opportunities for nature based learning and scientific discovery (see:  Learning for the Future: Children and 
the Merri Creek) 

• Connections to country and opportunities to further understand indigenous cultural values.  

• Environmental Infrastructure can also be critical to peoples understanding of ‘place’ and as landmarks, 
whether this be creek corridors, large open spaces or simply high levels of street tree planting.

Associated economic benefits

In addition to the more direct benefits of EI, it is important to also recognise the ‘indirect’ economic benefits 
that are derived from a healthier population, both in terms of productivity but also direct costs associated 
with healthcare services. There are also significant economic benefits in the mitigation of climate change and 
in the broader ecosystems services provided by EI. These are not only fundamental to the functioning of our 
environment but underpin sustainable economic development as well.  There is also growing evidence of the 
economic values in relation to land values associated with the provision of quality open spaces. 
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What is important to recognise is that these benefits do not operate independently, but also that the level of 
‘benefit’ across the areas noted above vary significantly depending on the EI in question. For example EI can be 
delivered that serves the recreational needs for a community but contributes little to the environmental benefits 
or the benefits of a local communities’ increased connection to nature or place. Conversely, planning for EI that 
considers these multiple roles in a holistic manner has significant potential to improve the liveability of our city and 
regions. The opportunities to further explore a multi-beneficial approach to EI delivery is discussed further below. 

The approach to planning for EI varies greatly depending on the ‘type’ of EI that is being planned for. However, 
broadly speaking there are areas where the planning processes are much more defined and much closer to 
delivering appropriate outcomes, and areas where there are considerable shortfalls.

As touched on in the introduction, EI includes the following which are considered independently through the 
planning system despite overlaps in benefits associated with each:

• Formal ‘public open space’ which includes parks and sporting fields 

• Waterway corridors & flood mitigation areas

• Natural or ‘wild’ areas set aside for biodiversity purposes, including wildlife corridors

• Streets and movement corridors

• Canopy and other vegetation 

Victoria’s significant population growth has exposed a number of substantive issues in the delivery of EI through 
the planning system and associated legislation and current practices. Melbourne also lags behind other cities in the 
delivery of green space, and there are significant differences in access of open space, and the quality of open space 
across the city. 

In seeking to respond to a question of delays or obstacles in the provision of EI, it is important to first understand 
the ‘type’ of EI that is being sought, as the delays and obstacles in securing EI vary significantly across different 
components. For example, the proximity of a residential population to ‘recreational’ open space is often a key 
consideration (in part due to current funding mechanisms, but this may not consider the bigger picture. It is 
reasonable to state that the current planning system fails to adequately address the issue of proximity / quantity 
vs quality within our urban and regional environments. Similarly, funding mechanisms are currently inadequate to 
support effective delivery of EI.

HOW DO WE AND SHOULD WE PLAN FOR ENVIRONMENTAL INFRASTRUCTURE?

EI delivers a very large range of benefits, many of which are fundamental to 
the delivery of ‘liveable’ communities 

EI does not just provide ‘environmental’ benefits but also social and economic 
benefits

Planning for EI that considers multiple roles / benefits in a holistic manner has 
significant potential to improve the liveability of our city and regions
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There are a number of issues and barriers to improved practice which the Inquiry may wish to consider. This 
submission does not provide a comprehensive response to all of these issues but highlights a numerb of matters 
which could provide signals for matters which may be useful I any reconsideration of EI provision, including:

• The value placed on EI though our planning processes. 

• The integration of open space planning with other objectives of planning (i.e. protection of biodiversity)  

• The delivery of new Environmental Infrastructure in the form of parks and open space in existing urban areas as 
they densify

• The planning and delivery of place-specific open spaces in growth areas

A selection of associated ‘opportunities’ are also highlighted for the Inquiry’s consideration.

Valuing of Environmental Infrastructure

PIA supports the designation of open space and related infrastructure as ‘environmental’ or ‘green’ infrastructure, 
which should be robustly and comprehensively integrated in the delivery of liveable places, as more traditional ‘grey’ 
infrastructure is. Until EI is considered in a more holistic and integral way, the outcomes in EI delivery will fail to 
meet best practice. The first step to this is recognising the value each of the individual elements of EI has a part of a 
whole rather than as, for example, an individual tree or wetland. The extensive benefits of EI noted above attest to 
the importance of the ‘re-valuation’.

Integration of Legislation & Effective Multi-beneficial Outcomes 

The integration of statutory requirements for Environmental Infrastructure under varying legislation is (in its current 
state) not strong. For example, the Climate Change Act 2017, Water Act 2007 and Planning and Environment Act 
1987 all impact Victorian Environmental Infrastructure but each operate independently, preventing the effective 
planning of Environmental Infrastructure as multifunctional components, delivering environmental benefits, 
mitigating climate change and providing sustainable transport options as part of open space planning. 

The disjointed nature of these Acts and ambiguity in the navigation and application of these through the planning 
and design process, can lead to solutions which fail to deliver the optimal benefits for a local community. Changes 
to requirements referencing ‘unencumbered land’ represented an important first step but the broader issue of the 
prioritisation of the siting of open spaces within the hierarchy of land uses on a site or precinct basis remains to 
be addressed.  A reprioritisation of EI as discussed above has the potential to lead to greater integration of the 
outcomes sought by various Acts. 

OPPORTUNITY: Clear definitions, targets and integration of requirements 
Develop a more comprehensive definition of Environmental Infrastructure, incorporating both social and 
environmental benefits of EI and acknowledging the integrated nature of these benefits in infrastructure 
of this kind. A review of the current delivery of EI through the various Acts and consideration of how these 
could be better integrated would be of benefit. 

Consideration could be given to regional targets of improvements to EI, for example through regional 
planning policies, which have recently been integrated into the planning system. Aligning specific targets 
for improvements to EI, based on agreed benchmarks, with established framework for planning will greatly 
assist any implementation.

There may be benefit and opportunities in considering a review of current practice notes relating to the 
development of open space strategies to address both the understanding of ‘open space’ as a more 
integrated network of spaces and to ensure that matters raised in this submission can be considered. 
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While targets are important in facilitating delivery of EI, they should not be the ‘end game’. Planning for effective 
delivery of EI will be constrained if a target-based approach is the only consideration. It is the integration of the 
varying benefits and balancing of objectives when it comes to open space that offers the most change for more 
efficient meeting of the communities needs when it comes to EI. 

OPPORTUNITY: Systems based thinking
While there are certainly challenges involved in delivering such a framework, there may be merit in 
considering a framework for the delivery of EI across the relevant scales of regional, metro, municipal and 
precincts. This might provide an opportunity for the clear identification of the varying values of EI noted 
though this submission and could provide some clarity around the relative weighting or value of these 
assets in a way which is usable by practitioners tasked with protecting or delivering EI.  This is important 
as it may be that EI requires a more ‘systems based’ approach to be effectively managed. The ‘sum of 
parts’ of our collective EI is greater than the individual elements and the multiple befits identified through 
this submission are rarely considered in an holistic manner under current practice 

Delivery of Open Space - formal public open space

The delivery of open space is generally delivered under the Subdivision Act 1988 and through Clause 52.01 
which allows Councils to gain access to either land for the purposes of open space or a corresponding financial 
contribution. This process works reasonably effectively in the delivery of open space in greenfield or growth areas. 
It is more problematic in the context of delivery of open space in established urban areas where densities are 
increasing. This is particularly the case in metropolitan Melbourne, and in areas where land is of high financial 
value which can place significant constraints on the ability to acquire additional land for the purposes of open 
space. Costs associated with the acquisition of land for open space in Fishermans Bend are a key example of this. 
Open space is also generally considered in light of residential populations, with PPN 70 referring only to residential 
populations. This established approach is problematic given the increasing recognition of the importance of access 
to open space by worker populations.

Access to open space across Melbourne is not equitable, primarily as a result of historic patterns of development, 
which subsequent planning has failed to fully address. The Heart Foundation has defined ‘good access’ as “most 
homes in a neighbourhood are within easy walking distance of a green public open space” (400m or a 5 minute 
walk) with the street networks that provide access to these spaces connected, convenient and feel safe. However 
there is no consistency in how this is applied with different approaches adopted by different Councils (i.e. 500m, 
600m or 800m). While practice has been evolving and most strategies now consider the appropriate range of EI 
and ‘hierarchy’ of open space typologies, appreciation of access is less consistently assessed in part because 
considering walkable catchments for each part of open space using systems such as PedShed can be reasonably 
complex and can still fail to consider some barriers to access and a reluctance of Council to rely of land which they 
do not control (i.e. there may be large areas of open space on the other side of a municipal boundary).

While an understanding of ‘how’ to assess access is one key aspect of planning for EI, the actual delivery of EI is 
much more challenging. Recent research (by Griffith and LaTrobe Universities) has highlighted that there remain 
considerable shortfall in access in parts of the metropolitan Melbourne, with approximately 135,000 homes 
(340,000 Melburnians) having little or no access to parkland within 5km of their home. The study found that “on 
average, residents in Cardinia, Mornington Peninsula and Melton have the least parkland within a 5km radius, 
whereas those in Knox, Yarra and Banuyle have the most ‘’.

As noted above as well, planning for EI in terms of recreational open space also fails to consider the evolving 
nexus between workplaces and access to open space, with many people now utilising time before or after work 
or at lunchtime to undertake exercise or socialise in outdoor areas. Failure to provide appropriate open spaces 
close to employment areas is a missed opportunity and may have ramifications beyond just access to open space. 
Employment areas with access to quality open space are increasingly attractive to employees.   
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Another critical factor, and one where differences can be seen across various metropolitan and regional areas is 
not just the ‘proximity’, theoretical or real, but also the quality of the EI. There are very significant differences in the 
quality of built infrastructure, planting, maintenance and programming across open spaces. The issue of quality is 
important as well as proximity. It is important to acknowledge that there is considerable disparity in the ‘quality’ 
of open space to which residents have access. A low quality, poorly programmed and maintained open space 
is unlikely to encourage use by residents even if they have access to it. The diversity of spaces accessible by a 
community is also an important consideration which has been highlighted during COVID, with formal playgrounds vs 
high street parklets vs extensive ‘natural’ spaces already recognised as important through Plan Melbourne. 

Management of biodiversity EI and ‘place’ in growth areas

The current emphasis on the protection of existing ‘State significant’ biodiversity assets though planning schemes 
has the potential to lead to the loss of regionally or locally significant environmental assets. Similarly, the current 
arrangement / legislation relating to offset requirements though Clause 52.17, (where existing native vegetation 
is granted permission to be removed), in many cases results in the loss of local biodiversity in specified locations. 
When offsets are provided in distant locations this has the potential to contribute to the loss of potentially important 
local environmental assets, habitat, flora and fauna, which once removed is irreplaceable and non-replicable. In 
almost all cases, the retention of protection of existing biodiversity assets provides a better outcomes from an EI 
perspective.  

Importantly, failure to appropriately consider existing landscape and ecosystems represents a lost opportunity 
in the formulation / retention of a ‘sense of place’ and neighbourhood connection within communities which is 
often strongly linked to the environmental or landscape characteristics of an area. Improvement in the integrated 
management of EI has the potential to also address recurring criticisms of growth area planning which have focused 
on the delivery of “cookie cutter” neighbourhoods. It is noted that there are currently updated Precinct Structure 
Planning Guidelines on exhibition which may lead to enhanced outcomes in growth areas in following years. 

The delivery of new Environmental Infrastructure in the form of parks and open space in existing urban areas as they 
densify

There are significant barriers Councils face in acquiring land in existing urban areas. While the density of population 
across many areas is increasing significantly, there has not been a corresponding increase in open space 
provision, which will exacerbate the existing lack of access to appropriate open spaces in many areas. Delivery of 
Environmental Infrastructure as open space in higher-density areas (currently) lacks guidance and nuance in terms 
of what open space might look like and should provide, in these areas. However, as private open spaces become 
smaller as areas densify, access to public open space becomes increasingly important. Historic approaches to 
the delivery of open space to establish a single large space, when, in many areas, a combination of numerous 
smaller spaces, which offer diversity, variety of activity and use, may be more suitable and achievable. However, 
that being said, the importance of these larger spaces cannot be downplayed, as the recent public embrace of 
large scale public open spaces such as golf courses during coronavirus has highlighted. The failure to provide large 
scale open spaces as established in earlier stages of Melbourne’s development (such as Royal Park, Jells Park etc) 
in newer areas is a loss for those future communities. The definitions of open space in the Subdivision Act 1988 
which underpins contribution mechanisms (which defines ‘public open space’ as land set aside or zoned for public 
recreation or public resort, or as parkland) may constrain the flexibility and innovation needed to provide open space 
in existing urban areas. 

These challenges are amplified by the funding constraints which many Councils face. There is a clear need to 
consider new approaches to the delivery of open space in existing urban areas, and for a range of strategies which 
consider not just the amount of open space but also its ability to deliver the service and benefits that best align with 
the needs of users. It is unlikely that this will be a ‘one-size-fits all’ approach. 

7



OPPORTUNITY: Sale of public land
Existing processes around of the sale of public land may be useful to consider in the content of the 
provision of EI. Currently, land is offered as a ‘first’ step to other government departments and to the local 
council. There are a number of considerations which may be worthy of consideration including:

• Individual department assessment if the need of the public land on offer may miss the potentially 
aggregated benefits of the delivery of EI on those site, either wholly or partially

• Local councils are often constrained in the ability of purchase land, or the land may not be able to be 
purchased within current budgets or aligned with current strategies. This may mean land which would 
have a longer terms benefit in the communities’ access to EI is lost 

The issue of retention also applies to public land more broadly, where some more nuanced thinking in 
terms of the benefits that land may offer across multiple sectors rather than a ‘siloed’ appreciation of the 
value of land to be retained for public purposes. 

Waterway corridors and flood mitigation areas

These areas are generally reserved, delivered and managed by the designated Waterway and Floodplain 
Management Authority under the Water Act. While the Act requires that the Authorities plan for waterways having 
consideration of environmental, cultural, economic, social and recreational uses and values, there is little clarity 
about how this is implemented and integrated with other relevant Acts. In particular, there is an opportunity to 
better integrate with planning for the broader networks of open space. While waterways are to be considered in 
open space strategies, waterways are not consistently recognised or protected through the planning schemes, 
although referrals to the Waterway Authority are triggered in most, but not all cases. Planning for most waterways 
is very ad-hoc (notwithstanding the significant work being undertaken through the Yarra River and Waterways of 
the West projects) with little clarity about how responsibilities for delivering their varied benefits operate and a 
reluctance by many land managers to take on responsibility for management of these important corridors, in many 
cases due to funding concerns – this has and will continue to result in land in these corridors being retained in 
private rather than public ownership.   

Natural areas and wildlife corridors

These are not well integrated with the delivery of other EI outcomes through the planning system. For the most 
part the planning system is focused on the ‘protection’ and ‘enhancement’ of existing areas of biodiversity assets, 
with no mechanisms for the delivery of new areas or connective corridors. The protection of existing ‘natural’ EI 
assets is generally through requirements to protect existing native vegetation (noting comments below about 
potential improvements) or through the identification of significant areas of biodiversity through the growth corridor 
planning process and PSP processes. While PPN70 points to their identification there is little precedent for open 
space planning actively considering the ‘biodiversity’ outcomes of open space strategies, particularly in relation 
to land acquisition. Many of the most significant areas of natural space are managed by Parks Victoria, who often 
operate under significant funding constraints or fall within Green Wedge areas. The protection of green wedges is 
reasonably robust under current legislation but remain under constant pressure, and are often not managed to best 
respond to any natural or biodiversity assets as a result of their highly contested nature.  The role of EI and open 
space in the protection of biodiversity and the integration of this with other aspects of open space planning will 
become increasingly important. Urban areas can provide important habitat for endangered and threatened species 
and there are opportunities for this to be much more broadly recognised in planning for EI. 

Streets

There is little consideration of street as public spaces through Victoria’s planning system. They are primarily 
managed through Council or Road Authority plans which are focussed on their use as transport corridors, rather 
than their potential contributions to Victoria’s EI or their role as ‘public open spaces’. Much of the current usage and 
design of streets can in fact be a barrier to the maintenance and enhancement of EI.  Streets are highly contested 
places, with multiple stakeholders involved in their design and operation. 

Streets can be a place for people to recreate and socialise and for the delivery of environmental benefits, as well 
as corridors for the delivery of vehicle movement and services. They can be places that enhance quality of life and 
ecology. The importance of streets as public space is another key aspect of how we actually ‘live’ and could ‘live 
better’ in our neighbourhoods which has been highlighted by COVID. While much work has been done in this space 
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there are a number of issues that remain. While some streets will clearly serve a ‘movement’ function, a stronger 
consideration of the role of streets in the provision of EI can ‘localise’ access to open space, and represent a key 
opportunity for the community to particulate more fully in their local neighbourhood, supporting broader ambitions 
such as the 20 Minute neighbourhoods which are a key platform in Melbourne’s development. The benefits of 
viewing streets as a components of EI also has benefits for regional areas as well.  

OPPORTUNITY: Living Streets
‘Living Streets’ is a concept advanced by AILA which supports the broader planning movement of ‘Streets 
for People’. Both seek a ‘reimagining’ of street spaces as more than just movement corridors but as key 
components of urban EI. Through this, underutilised street space is reallocated to deliver increased green 
space, prioritising pedestrians and cyclists with connected tree canopy overhead and permeable greenery 
at ground level. They can also play a role in mitigating the impacts of increasingly intense rainfall which 
will result from climate change. The challenges with this approach will differ across different corridors, 
which can to a degree be guided by the Movement and Place Framework adopted by Victoria’s TfV. The 
clear recognition of streets as part of EI also supports recent trends towards the development of Streets 
for People’ with the two concepts being complementary. Current planning standards could be better 
framed to support this transition, and funding considerations also need to be addressed. The costs of 
transforming streets are generally not able to be captured by Council through current mechanisms and 
funds are often delivered to singular projects such as upgrades to existing parks. The relationship of 
utilities to EI is a particular source of tension in considering streets as EI as the placement of utilities (either 
underground or overhead) can often significantly compromise EI such as Living Street. A greater valuing of 
the EI component of streets may offer an opportunities for a more balanced consideration of options.     

Canopy and other vegetation

The canopy cover and associated vegetation that is associated with the ‘Garden State’ has been significantly 
impacted by the states rapid rates of growth and by broader development trends towards much larger houses on 
much smaller blocks. The decline in canopy vegetation across metropolitan Melbourne is clearly visible in mapping 
under taken by DEWLP. The current decline and any future declines cannot be ‘fixed’ though works in the public 
realm and therefore requires consideration of the impact the private development has on the state EI. Matters 
which influence vegetation cover include:

• The amount of hard surfaces – the recent introduction of ‘garden area’ in residentially zoned areas was an 
attempt to address this issue

• The number of crossovers, which can limit the amount of trees which can be provided in the public realm

• Removal of existing canopy mature canopy vegetation andt he nature of ‘replacement’ vegetation which is 
often not equivalent in quality or quantity  

• Shortfalls in the provision of ‘green’ private space and access to vegetation can also increase pressure on parks 
etc to meet this need. 

Currently this is managed through a variety of planning processes including Clause 54, 55 and 58, as well as a 
variety of Overlays. There is little consistency however and the complexities of protecting of existing vegetation 
remains a concern for many councils. The outcomes of the metropolitan Urban Forest Strategy are not yet 
understood in their relationship to the development of private land.  

Funding 

Definitions and awareness of different types of Environmental Infrastructure, e.g. formal sporting reserves vs 
streets and biodiversity corridors, and relationship of these definitions to the avenues of funding and delivery is 
still unresolved with planning mechanisms not aligned with more contemporary understandings of open space. 
Additionally, funding ongoing maintenance is a continual issue, either for rate-capped councils in needing to 
acquire very expensive land in existing urban areas or for developers through mandated contributions. While 
issues of longer term maintenance may not appears directly relevant to the planning of EI, these matters can also 
significantly influence stakeholder views, or the willingness of relevant authorities or council to take ownership of 
EI, or for the delivery of EI to take particular ‘forms’. Concern about maintenance costs and community safety can 
strongly influence the nature and amount of vegetation in open spaces which can impact the broader community 
benefits of this infrastructure. Maintenance also needs to be clearly linked to appropriate targets and outcomes, 
particularly given the overlapping roles that much of Victoria’s EI plays. A comprehensive framework for the 
maintenance of EI would offer many benefits. 

9



• Explicit definition of EI and the recognition of its importance in delivering a 
wide range of objectives which may otherwise be considered independently 
would be of value

• There is a significant diversity and complexity of approaches to the delivery 
of EI

• A reconsideration of the way EI operates and delivers the identified benefits 
may support a more integrated systems based approach. 

• Inclusion of specific targets or benchmarks for the delivery of EI could assist 
in galvanising the increased delivery of EI, with opportunities for locally 
relevant objectives for EI to be highlighted (i.e. Increase in street canopy 
cover, new public open spaces) but should not be the sole focus.

• Distribution and access to ‘available’ open space varies significantly across 
the state and city

• Delivery of ‘open space’ for recreational purposes in growth areas generally 
works well, but a lack of integration of competing and complementary 
objectives is compromising some aspects of EI such as the retention of 
natural and wild spaces. 

• Delivery of ‘open space’ for recreational purposes is more challenging in 
existing urban areas 

• Current planning does not appropriately consider the ‘quality’ of open spaces 
and the system is not fit for purpose in delivering open space in existing 
urban areas

• Open space is important not just for residential populations but also for 
worker populations

• Streets are not considered for their potential contribution as open spaces, as 
opposed to their role as ‘linkages’ between defined areas. Streets can play a 
key role in the delivery of EI and approaches to this part of our public realm 
need to be adjusted accordingly.

• There are issues with the delivery of biodiversity outcomes and protection of 
canopy vegetation through planning schemes

• Retention of existing EI is generally more beneficial than the removal and 
replacement. Greater emphasis on retention as a priority would support EI. 

• Available funding sources may be linked to outdated understandings of EI / 
open space

• Funding and maintenance questions can exert a strong influence on the 
quality of EI delivered

• Opportunities to enhance or expand our collective EI may be being lost 
through the sale of public land
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PIA is pleased to see the government taking these initial steps to investigate and understand the state of policy and 
practice around Environmental Infrastructure. This inquiry can be an important first step in understanding current 
policy and practice with the aim to do better for our future generations. We hope the findings from this inquiry 
will ultimately lead to reforms which will enhance and protect the provision, conservation, access and quality 
of our communities Environmental Infrastructure, making for more liveable and healthy environments for future 
generations. 

The following represent the ‘key messages’ of our institution and the matters we hope will be given serious 
consideration by the Inquiry

• To deliver liveable places, the provision of Environmental Infrastructure should be valued alongside the delivery 
of more traditional infrastructure. This would entail a paradigm shift in the hierarchy of decision making. 

• The definition of ‘open space’ and the places and spaces within our city that contribute to people’s perceptions 
of place / nature and the benefits they get from ‘open space’ needs to be considered in a much more nuanced 
manner. Understanding ‘open space’ and other places and spaces such as parks, sporting fields, bushland and 
waterways and importantly, streets, as Environmental Infrastructure may allow this.

• The current approach focused on quantity and proximity of Environmental Infrastructure needs to be 
reconsidered and moderated to reflect a better understanding of ‘quality’ and ‘fit’ of the Environmental 
Infrastructure to which a local community has access.

• The multiple roles that Environmental Infrastructure plays need to be recognised and the delivery and 
management of these better integrated to optimise benefit for the broader community.

• While delivery of Environmental Infrastructure in the public realm is critical, the private realm also has an 
important role to play. The greatest benefit to growing populations in Melbourne and Victorian regional towns 
will result when Environmental Infrastructure is integrated across the public and private realms.

• Appropriate funding and resources must be provided to ensure any existing and new initiatives/policies are 
delivered and enforced. 

Noting earlier commentary as to the critical role that the planning profession, and our associated professions, 
most notably Landscape Architects as represented by AILA, play in the delivery of EI, we would welcome further 
discussion on this important topic and are committed to providing the Committee with any further information that 
may be of use in their process. 

Thank you again for the opportunity to provide a submission to the inquiry. Should you require additional input from 
PIA, please contact Jessica Noonan, PIA Vice President at vic@planning.org.au

CONCLUSION
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