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MDAP Submission to Inquiry into Environmental Infrastructure 

for Growing Populations 

The Metropolitan Development Advisory Panel (MDAP) provides expert independent advice 
to the Minister for Suburban Development and Minister for Planning on an integrated 
approach to the development of metropolitan Melbourne.   

MDAP is comprised of four members with skills and experience in planning, and the six 
Chairpersons of the Metropolitan Partnerships. This submission to the Inquiry represents the 
views and opinions of the MDAP panel members, informed by their professional experience 
and community feedback heard through the Metropolitan Partnerships. 

MDAP welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Inquiry. This submission is 
framed as responses to the seven issues identified as being of particular interest to the 
Committee. It will focus on the environmental infrastructure identified as being of interest to 
the Committee - parks and open space, sporting fields, forest and bushland, wildlife corridors 
and waterways within or close to urbanised areas. 

1. The benefits of accessing and using different types of environmental infrastructure 

There are significant economic, social and health benefits from accessing and using 
environmental infrastructure. Through the Metropolitan Partnerships’ community 
engagement, we know that access to green open space is a priority for suburban 
communities. From a social equity perspective, parks and environmental infrastructure are 
valued as low or zero cost options for exercise and recreation activities. It is also important in 
combatting the urban heat island effect and providing urban cooling. 

The quality and accessibility of environmental infrastructure is an important factor in the 
benefits felt by the community. There is not a linear relationship between size or number of 
facilities and benefits - a small, useable and accessible pocket park in the inner suburbs can 
be more valuable and deliver greater benefits to the community than a large, relatively 
unused or inaccessible space in outer suburbs. Safety is also an important issue, as factors 
such as inadequate lighting may mean that members of the community (such as women and 
children) are not comfortable using spaces at night.  

We advocate for connected green spaces and green corridors (e.g. bike paths that connect 
across municipal boundaries), with good directional signage and wayfinding, to maximise the 
benefits and useability. Connecting environmental infrastructure can help with the diversity of 
facilities available to the community and deliver greater community benefits.  A good 
example of connecting environmental infrastructure is the Green Loop, a joint project with 
Stonnington, Monash, Glen Eira and Boroondara Councils. This project includes a 25km 
loop that circles the region along with connections to key activity nodes, public transport and 
municipal active travel links.  

Accessibility is also a key factor in realising community benefits from environmental 
infrastructure, including: 

 Mobility access for the disabled, the elderly, families with buggies and other people 
with mobility issues, to allow the whole community across all ages and abilities to 
benefit. This is particularly important in areas with higher elderly or disabled 
populations and for creating child friendly places.  
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 Transport access considerations including disabled parking, signage & wayfinding, 
and accessibility by public and active transport for those without access to cars. 
Linking and looping paths can help to increase accessibility.   

 Public access and awareness, for example, rooftop “public” spaces. These may be 
an innovative way of providing open space within new developments and provide 
benefits to residents, however they may not be visible to or considered as accessible 
by the public. 

The Panel also notes that informal spaces are important yet seldomly mapped or defined. 
Extra space for informal uses, such as bush kindergartens and nature play, are often left out 
of new suburbs. We recommend that outdoor education/outdoor classrooms be considered 
environmental infrastructure and included under State and Local policy for Public Open 
Space. Informal “third” spaces (i.e. not homes, or workplaces/education/formal activity 
spaces) may also support solutions to social isolation and loneliness by providing spaces for 
people to mix socially. The Inner South-east Metropolitan Partnership is undertaking local 
research on physical and digital assets that support connection. 

2. The impact of population growth in Melbourne and regional centres on the 
provision and preservation of environmental infrastructure  

There is a relationship between a growing population and an increased need for 
environmental infrastructure. Metrics need to go beyond simply an area of open space per 
person. The relationship needs to consider issues such as quality, accessibility, 
fragmentation and diversity of infrastructure available to a community, and the link between 
environmental infrastructure, health and wellbeing. We suggest that developing new 
measures around access and intensity of use and educational values and would also be 
helpful.  

Population growth and associated development can impact supply of open spaces. This 
includes new developments and densification. For example, where a house is replaced by 
higher density apartments, mature trees are often cleared for the new development. There 
are also different relationships and challenges between established metropolitan areas 
experiencing densification, and growth in outer suburbs. 

In the outer suburbs, environmental infrastructure should be delivered alongside new 
development. However, we note that these do not always align, and delivery of open space 
may be delayed while development continues. An example is the Precinct Structure Plans 
carried out by the Victorian Planning Authority (VPA) in the northern growth corridor, which 
are being fast-tracked while planning and studies for new parkland along the Merri Creek 
have been delayed. This means that planning of the interface between residential 
development and parklands can be out of sync and open space benefits for residents or 
environmental protection values of the area may not be fully considered.  

It is important to retain and leverage existing walking tracks and bush environs in suburban 
and peri-urban growth areas. However, where an area is preserved, it needs to be usable, 
visible and accessible by the community to deliver benefits.  

In established areas, population densification increases demand for environmental 
infrastructure. With the greater pressure on space, a more creative approach is needed to 
establish new environmental infrastructure and repurpose existing assets to achieve multiple 
benefits (e.g. public realm improvements to include urban greening for amenity and cooling 
benefits etc.). There are examples of innovation, such as the Cato Square development in 
Prahran where an existing car park was put underground to create a public space on top. 
Rather than creating open space as an afterthought in structure planning, we advocate for a 
proactive approach to be taken in established areas. 

Shared use of environmental infrastructure may be another option of increasing access to 
environmental infrastructure in established urban areas. This could include partnerships with 
private owners and NGOs to share the use of open space at different times of the day. For 



 

example, allowing public walking access to golf courses outside of peak playing hours or 
access to school facilities after hours.    

We recommend that open space and environmental infrastructure be considered as 
important, essential infrastructure, rather than an optional add-on.  

3. Differences in the availability of environmental infrastructure between different 
suburbs and between different regional centres 

We would like to emphasise again the importance of high quality and accessible 
environmental infrastructure, not just the availability.  

Lower socio-economic areas often experience less connected, lower quality environmental 
infrastructure, which may also lack canopy cover and suffer from urban heat islands. 
Environmental infrastructure is an important component of environmental justice and 
ensuring all areas have access to a healthy environment. 

We note that accessible regional open spaces are also important to city dwellers. Regional 
open spaces offer environments that are different from spaces in the city context. The ability 
of city dwellers to access such open spaces are important to the success of the city and its 
liveability.  

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

We note that legislative and planning tools for securing environmental infrastructure are 
available but that there can be challenges in using them. There are opportunities to refine 
the planning tools, support and guidance available – particularly to local government, on 
whom much of the responsibility currently falls.   

In established areas, the existing tools for securing open space in densification may not be 
particularly palatable to implement – for example Public Acquisition Overlays are sometimes 
a necessary but blunt instrument, and there is often a reluctance to employ them. 

There is also limited State guidance and therefore inconsistent approaches across local 
government authorities to managing the impacts of development on adjoining or nearby 
open space. For example, in some areas, there are significant safeguards to protect open 
space from shadow impacts, which are measurable and clearly articulated in the planning 
scheme. However, this is not always the case.  

We suggest that there are opportunities to enhance outcomes for waterways. This could 
include providing further State guidance for the protection of all of Melbourne’s major 
waterways. The new controls and the Yarra River Action Plan provide welcome greater 
protection for the Yarra River and its parklands. There is an opportunity to deliver consistent 
protections across local government jurisdictions. 

Other opportunities include ‘daylighting’ of waterways that have been concreted over in 
residential, commercial and industrial settings, and to leverage transport infrastructure 
projects to deliver Integrated Water Management and green infrastructure outcomes with 
multiple benefits. Peri-urban local government areas could be supported to prepare 
management plans for water corridors with high biodiversity and/or visitor values. This does 
not require a planning scheme amendment, although the fragmented land ownership of 
waterways is often a challenge. Funding mechanisms, similar to the Kingston Stormwater 
Quality In-Lieu Contributions Scheme for private developments, could be investigated to help 
address funding challenges. 

Policy settings that leverage existing government land, even for temporary purposes, and 
avoid land banking by government departments and agencies would be beneficial. 



 

5. Existing delays or obstacles to securing environmental infrastructure 

Environmental infrastructure should be considered essential and vital infrastructure and 
allocated significant funding resources accordingly. Not having sufficient budget priority 
across governments can be an obstacle to delivery. 

Resourcing and funding can be challenging. This includes delivery costs, maintenance 
budgets and the cost of water. While developments generate profits, environmental 
infrastructure delivers public benefits than may not be directly monetised.   

This may be a contributing factor in development being prioritised or outstripping delivery of 
environmental infrastructure in growth areas. For example, following construction of the 
Craigieburn Bypass, the implementation plan for the Marran Baba Parklands has stalled 
since 2012.  

In established areas, the constraints of the existing built form and challenges increasing 
environmental infrastructure may result in planning being reactive and opportunistic. 
Consideration may be given as opportunities are presented by development, rather than 
proactive planning for delivering open space/environmental infrastructure.  

Much of the responsibility for delivering environmental infrastructure falls on local 
government. As noted above, while tools exist there may be challenges employing them and 
standards for environmental infrastructure can be rigid. Planning schemes need to strike a 
difficult balance between clarity and flexibility. Thinking broadly about a range of planning 
and non-planning mechanisms may be more effective in supporting innovation. 

There may be an opportunity to create policy settings at the local government level to 
encourage entrepreneurial planning levers and a greater role for the private sector. This 
could include integrated open space in developments, such as Prahran Square, or greater 
open space in earlier phases of development programs. There may also be a role for Public 
Private Partnerships (PPPs) in delivery, in partnership with developers or with adjoining 
municipalities. The role of the private sector may also evolve if developers start to perceive 
that environmental infrastructure delivers value in relation to new developments, not simply 
as a public good.   

As previously mentioned, quality and diversity of the environmental infrastructure are key 
issues. For example, canopy cover from large, mature trees is an important consideration 
from community, heat and biodiversity perspectives. This is a challenge for new 
developments, which may reduce mature tree cover. However, cemeteries may have 
significant canopy cover which could be opened up for the community through more shared 
use, as happens to a greater extent in other countries. Mid-storey and under-storey cover, 
and permeable surfacing are also important for biodiversity. 

The accessibility and timing of delivery is also important, particularly for community facilities. 
For example, the growth in women’s sport is welcome but has presented challenges about 
the provision of appropriate facilities e.g. changing rooms. There may be opportunities for 
partnerships working with clubs to deliver improvements, though we note Councils may have 
perceived issues with conflicts of interest about accepting contributions.  

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

The COVID-19 pandemic and increased local living has increased need for local open space 
and exercise opportunities. This has driven a significant increase in demand and usage of 
infrastructure such as bike paths, local parks (including lighting, seating etc. to support safe 
and accessible usage) as people spend more time in their neighbourhoods. Awareness of 
access and availability of green spaces has been significantly heightened during the 
pandemic and will likely remain as a priority issue for the community going forward. The 
mental health impacts of COVID-19, and the benefits of nature, means communities are 
increasingly relying on local environmental infrastructure as a place of respite during the 
periods of restrictions in metropolitan Melbourne. 



 

This increase in awareness and demand is driving innovation. We advocate for the creation 
of innovative, fit for purpose spaces, noting that these types of projects represent significant 
job creation opportunities. 

7. Examples of best practice and innovative approaches to securing environmental 
infrastructure in other jurisdictions. 

Examples of innovative approaches noted by MDAP include:  

 Prahran Square (Cato square). A large car park was moved underground to create 
open public space.  

 Caulfield Racecourse Reserve as a publicly accessible, mixed use open space.  

 Green Loop concept connecting open spaces in Stonnington, Monash, Boroondara 
and Vicinity Centres. 

 The High Line in New York, a disused railway line spur that has been transformed 
into a 1.5 mile raised linear park, greenway and walking trail.  

 Sky rail in Melbourne opening up and connecting spaces previously intersected by 
the rail line.  

 Cemeteries have been used more as public open spaces in other countries.  

 Resilient Melbourne Urban Forestry plan for measuring and increasing metropolitan 
canopy. 

 The work of Merri Creek Management Committee, bringing together local 
communities, six councils and the Victorian Government, over the past four decades 
to protect and regenerate the creek environment.  The Merri Creek is one of 
Melbourne’s most popular waterways and has been a lifeline for many inner-city 
residents during the pandemic.  

 

 

 




