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29 November 2013
Mr Simon Haber, 
The Project Manager, Middle Yarra Study

Level 10, 1 Spring Street
Melbourne, Vic 3000

Dear Simon 

Re: Middle Yarra River Corridor Study Draft Background & Analysis Report
We welcome the opportunity to provide feedback on this draft report.  Our feedback comprises (a) responses to the “key questions” posed in the document, and (b) a few comments on other important matters, such as the study’s draft vision, draft objections and implications.
Chapter 2: The Middle Yarra River Corridor in Context
1. Are there any specific values relating to the Middle Yarra River corridor that you think we have missed, or not given enough emphasis to?

We believe your report acknowledges the main values.
2. What values do you think need to be prioritised?

The priority values are the environment and biodiversity.  We are pleased to see them listed first.  They are the fundamental bases for most of the other values including landscape, amenity, open space and recreation.  
Chapter 3: Character Types Analysis
3. Do you agree with the character types that have been identified?

Yes
4. Have the most important qualities and features of each character type been accurately described?

It seems so, except as noted below in regard to threats.
5. Is there anything else that we can learn from the analysis of these character types?

The analysis of threats to the character(s) of the river corridor is incomplete.  Here are some significant threats that are given no or insufficient attention.

a. The siting of buildings is mentioned several times, but just as important is building height.
b. The siting of other structures such as bridges, signs, radio towers and the like is also a threat.
c. The ability to further subdivide riverside properties (for private financial gain) will inevitably lead to clearing of vegetation and the erection of more buildings on those properties.  The recent changes to residential zones have a bearing on this issue (see later).
d. The clearing of vegetation around residences for fire prevention is allowed without permit under VPP clause 52.48.  If many riverside residents used this provision to its full extent, the landscape would be dramatically damaged. 
e. The desire of many riverside residents to have their own private view of the river corridor is a constant threat, leading to high buildings close to the river and clearing of vegetation.
6. Do you have any particular concerns about land use or development within the Study Area? Do these relate to a particular area or the river corridor in general?

We are concerned about all the land-use/development threats listed above.  

One development proposal is worth highlighting.  Banyule City Council is proposing to construct in Yarra Flats Park an Impressionist Lab (art gallery), a Tree Based Adventure facility and associated car parks.  They will be unacceptable encroachments on this precious riverside park land.  The demand and need for public open natural areas are growing and these encroachments would further erode them.
Chapter 4: Views Analysis

7. Have the most important views and viewing locations been identified?

No.  In order to justify why this study is important and that planning controls need improvement, the report needs to show and analyse views of extant inappropriate developments – buildings that are inconsistent with the identified values of the river corridor and do not conform with the vision and objectives of this study. 

8. Are there other important viewing locations or experiences that should be mentioned?

Yes.  An important viewing location is from the river itself.  Several reaches of the Yarra River corridor are only accessible to the public when they go paddling.  For example, the river immediately upstream of Warrandyte is one of the most popular places in Victoria for canoeing and kayaking, and therefore this river corridor study must take account of such an important value and experience.
9. Have the most important qualities of each view been described?

No.  See comment above.

10. Are there ways in which access to, or the experience of, these views could be enhanced?

One obvious way (and the main objective of this study) is to improve the planning controls so that the views of a natural river corridor can be protected and enhanced. 

11. Is there anything else that we can learn from the analysis of these views?

Yes.  It is stated at the beginning of this chapter that “The way that people experience and enjoy the Yarra River and its environs is intrinsically linked to how they view it.”  But viewing is not the only way people appreciate and value the river and its environs.  There are at least two other ways.

a. Simply knowing that their local river corridor is where many special animals and plants are living in their natural setting is appreciated by Melburnians.  This is evidenced in school nature studies.  Also people “value” wildlife (eg tigers and whales) even if unseen,
b. Connecting with nature is important to our wellbeing.  It is much more than seeing.  The range of sensations people seek and experience when walking, riding, paddling or just sitting beside the Yarra goes way beyond the visual.

So we ask that the study consider the ways that people value and experience the river corridor other than through what they see from selected viewing points.   
Chapter 5: Planning for the Middle Yarra River Corridor

12. Are there any land use or development issues that need greater guidance or control in the planning scheme?

Yes, there are several.

a. Subdivisions.  As stated above, one of the threats to the river corridor’s values is further subdivision of riverside properties.  Subdivisions inevitably lead to more clearing of vegetation and erection of additional buildings.  This is inconsistent with the stated objective (page 51) to “Protect and enhance the unique landscape qualities of the Middle Yarra River corridor as a vegetation-dominated corridor”.  Recent changes in planning zones have increased the threat.  For example the reduction in the minimum allowable lot size in the Low Density Residential Zone from 0.4ha to 0.2ha is an unquestionably backward step for protection of the river corridor.
 
b. New residential zones.  Three new residential zones are being rolled out across the urban areas of Melbourne.  In light of (a) the objectives of this study, and (b) DTPLI’s relevant Practice Note 78, only one of the three new zones, namely the Neighbourhood Residential Zone, NRZ, is applicable to the river corridor.  The Practice Note explains that the purpose of NRZ is to “restrict…housing growth in areas of identified urban preservation” and that a key principle in applying NRZ is to “areas of identified environmental and landscape significance”.

c. River as municipal boundary.  The reports states correctly (page 45) that “the clearest view of the riverside is often experienced from the opposite bank”.  Given the fact that opposing banks are in different municipalities, and that planning controls are implemented at municipal level, the report says it is important that “a holistic approach across councils” is applied.  This does not seem adequate.  All planning decisions in the corridor should be overseen by a single authority which has a whole-of-river perspective (beyond local council boundaries), consistent with the fact that the river’s values and ecology relate to and are dependent on its entirety.

d. Indigenous vegetation.  An important feature of the river corridor is the nature of the vegetation.  It is acknowledged that indigenous vegetation is more desirable that non-indigenous plants, but the document implies that this issue is outside of the planning scheme.  Yes, there are other control mechanisms, but vegetation type is often considered in planning decisions.  (The recent VCAT hearing about Coppin Grove Hawthorn is a case in point.)  Furthermore the type of vegetation has a major impact on the quality of habitat for nature fauna, and thus a determinant in the community’s values of the river corridor.

13. Do you think that the current planning schemes are clearly worded and operate effectively?

No.  The fact that inappropriate developments have been erected is evidence that the schemes are not operatively effectively.  The fact that there are many disputes between developers and objectors all claiming that the schemes support their position is evidence that the schemes are not clearly worded.
Other Comments
Draft Vision and Objectives (page 51)
We welcome the draft vision but would like the phrase “development visually

subordinate to the landscape” to be more strongly worded and less open to interpretation.  Most of the river corridor’s values are dependent on it giving people the sense of an undisturbed natural place.  Any buildings that are close-by or can be glimpsed detract from this sense of an undisturbed natural place.
The first listed draft objective is to “protect and enhance the unique landscape qualities of the Middle Yarra River corridor as a vegetation-dominated corridor.” We agree strongly with this objective, particular the use of word “enhance”.  It implies that there will more vegetation and/or fewer or less obvious buildings.  Good.  However, we have failed to find any measures in the report that would produce such enhancement.  And some of the other objectives are far too modest.  For example the third objective aims just to “minimise the visual impact of development”.  A later object aims to “maintain the natural landscape character and the visual dominance of native vegetation”.   The words “minimize” and “maintain” are inadequate.
Implications for this Study (page 49)

We ask that some of the language is strengthened.  Here are two instances.

It is stated that “for some parts of the river corridor within places of particular sensitivity, or where development pressures are evident (or possible in the future), mandatory maximum building heights and setbacks may be warranted.”  Our view is that in such situations maximum building heights and setbacks are essential, not “may be warranted”.  
It is stated that “ideally, vegetation should be the dominant visual element in all parts of the river corridor, even when built form is visible”.  This is not an ideal.  It is the objective.
We welcome the opportunity to discuss our submission with you, and to provide any further input on this important matter.
Yours faithfully
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Ian Penrose

Riverkeeper, for and on behalf of the Yarra Riverkeeper Association
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Yarra Riverkeeper Association Inc. P.O. Box 320, Fairfield VIC 3078

ABN: 95 339 378 852 www.yarrariver.org.au
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