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10 January 2011
Victorian Environmental Assessment Council

Level 6, 8 Nicholson Street

PO Box 500

EAST MELBOURNE, VICTORIA 3002
Dear Sir/Madam 

Subject:  Metropolitan Melbourne Investigation Discussion Paper
We, the Yarra Riverkeeper Association, are a not for profit, community based organisation that aims to protect and restore the Yarra River and its tributaries, from source to mouth, for current and future generations. We act as a voice for the river, because it cannot speak for itself.

The Yarra River is Melbourne’s most important natural asset, and all Melburnians are dependent on it. It provides most of our piped water. It is the venue of many city cultural events and plays host to numerous sports, recreational and nature-based activities.  The river corridor is the centrepiece of Melbourne’s largest Green Wedge, and home for hundreds of different plants and animals, including platypus, koalas, lyrebirds and native fish. The Yarra and its environs is a major contributor to Melbourne’s liveability.
However, the impact of our large city is putting the Yarra’s health under stress. Excessive water extraction and pollution have severely degraded the river.  But just as damaging is the fact that the river’s wetlands, floodplains and banks continue to shrink from the pressure of urban growth.
We therefore welcome this investigation into Melbourne’s public land, much of which surrounds the Yarra, and are pleased to make this submission.
Yours faithfully
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Ian Penrose

Riverkeeper, for and on behalf of the Yarra Riverkeeper Association
Submission to VEAC’s Metropolitan Melbourne Investigation Discussion Paper 
By the Yarra Riverkeeper Association
10 January 2011
Our interest in the investigation relates to public open space with particular reference to the public open space in the Yarra River Corridor.  Our submission is in two parts; the first contains our main comments, and the second addresses particular sections of the discussion paper where comments are invited.
A. MAIN COMMENTS

1. The Open Space of the Yarra River Corridor 
The Yarra River corridor comprises the river channel, its banks and the adjacent land influenced by the river’s proximity, all of which are closely interconnected.  It is rich habitat for native plants and animals; and for many species the continuity and vegetation of the corridor are vital for their existence and wellbeing.

The natural landscape of the Yarra Corridor (and that of other waterways) also has high social values.  It provides some of the best “green” open space in the metropolitan area with beautiful places for walking, cycling, paddling, picnicking or simply appreciating the natural setting, watching and listening to the many native birds.  This riverine landscape is especially valuable in the inner suburbs which are not otherwise blessed with attractive open green areas.

In the face of increasing urbanization and population growth, what is the legacy we wish to leave for future generations?  What is the vision for the open space of the Yarra Corridor that will guide decisions about future land use changes and development proposals along it? 

Our vision is that the Yarra Corridor be a valued, protected, viable, self-sustaining and continuous natural corridor along the entire length of the Yarra River.  

Elements of this vision for the Corridor are that:

· it provides high quality habitat for the large number of indigenous plants and animals;

· its long cultural heritage with aboriginal people and role in white settlement is protected and celebrated;

· all existing public parks, wetlands and open space are permanently protected from development;

· its public spaces provide many opportunities for passive recreation and natural based activities;

· along its entire length

· privately owned riverbank and significant riparian lands are returned to public ownership;

· it is vegetated with indigenous plants;

· the height and set-back of nearby buildings are such that the view from the river is predominately parkland or native bushland. 

We ask that VEAC take on board the following two measures for achieving this vision.

1.1 Heritage River Status

The section of the Yarra River from Warburton to Blue Tongue Bend near Warrandyte has been declared a Heritage River, given its outstanding values for current and future generations.  It has thus gained a high level of protection.  We believe that the main stem of the Yarra downstream of Warrandyte through the municipalities of Nillumbik, Manningham, Banyule, Boroondara and City of Yarra, also shares these “outstanding values”.  

We therefore believe that Heritage River status be declared for the entire main stem of the Yarra, so that it can benefit from this necessary level of protection.  
1.2  Whole-of-Yarra-Corridor Planning Authority
The value, ecology and well-being of the Yarra Corridor all relate to and are dependent on its entirety and not its separate parts; and that is how the Corridor must be viewed and managed.  This whole-of-system perspective is reflected in how the river’s water is managed, but the land on the river’s bank is still managed piecemeal.  It requires a boarder perspective than what may be applied by a local council.  (NB Until it was abolished in the 1990s the Melbourne Metropolitan Board of Works provided this perspective as evident in its various concept plans for the Corridor)

It is time to re-establish a single entity with responsibility to oversee and advocate for the needs of the Yarra Corridor. This entity would become the referral authority for all development and land use proposals along the Corridor and have legal authority to shape development such that the outcome is consistent with the vision.  The entity must be independent of the government-of-the-day and have secure and adequate funding so it can continue its work regardless of politics and the annual budget cycle.

There are two options.

Option 1:  A new authority like the UK’s Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE) could be established here to oversee planning for the Yarra Corridor.  The UK government introduced CABE to address the need for a regional planning perspective. It has a number of roles, one of which is to work across local authority boundaries, to “get the big picture right”, and in that role, has independent authority over development proposals.

Option 2:  Augment the role of an existing organisation such as Melbourne Water.  Its current responsibility for the health of the Yarra River, for which community values are important considerations, could be augmented to include protecting landscape and aesthetic values of the Yarra Corridor.  

Whichever option is adopted, there is a clear need for an independent authority that provides a Yarra Corridor perspective to planning decisions, and its role should be prescribed in legislation, say a Yarra River Corridor Protection Act, which would establish the organisation’s:

· Independence from prevailing political considerations

· Authority over planning decisions impacting on the Corridor, 

· The rules and principles governing those decisions, and

· Secure and adequate funding to do its job.     

2. Extent of Public Open Space
In many aspects of community life we expect, strive for, and make progress, for example in education and health.  As our society becomes more clever and prosperous, we do not contemplate, let alone tolerate going backwards.  But for some odd reason, the community seems to accept or believe as inevitable ongoing deterioration in available open space!

The discussion paper correctly highlights the paramount importance of open space to Melbourne’s livability.  It plays a vital role in the mental and physical health of the community and it provides essential habitat for indigenous flora and fauna.  

But the amount of open space per person and the amount of wildlife habitat continue to be eroded by increased urbanization and population growth.  This means going backwards.  
We believe that on this key issue VEAC should take a much stronger position than is evident in the discussion paper.  Population growth is a matter that is well within the scope of government policy.   It is clearly a major negative factor on the availability of public open space and on Melbourne’s livability but VEAC is silent on challenging that growth.  This is a serious omission.

3. Property abutting Public Open Space
The value and enjoyment of Melbourne’s public open space are influenced by what exists or happens on the surrounding/abutting land.  Sounds, smells, light and viewlines do not stop at property boundaries.  We believe that VEAC’s recommendations to protect/enhance public open space should include strict controls on what is permissible on adjacent land.  Below are two needed controls.
In the outer suburbs, there should be without exception barriers (fences) to prevent domestic grazing animals from moving freely onto the public land along waterways.  The authorities have been way too slow to stop this archaic practice.
Along the Yarra River Corridor, there should be tighter limits on the height and setback of buildings.  The values of this linear open space (both to the community and wildlife) are associated with its feeling and appearance of naturalness, and that is lost if adjacent buildings intrude or encroach onto the space, as a consequence of their height, bulk or proximity.  

Our vision for the Corridor (detailed above) is that over its entire length, the height and set-back of nearby buildings are such that the view from the river is predominately parkland or native bushland. 
B. COMMENTS ON PARTICULAR SECTIONS OF DISCUSSION PAPER

6.3
History of Melbourne’s public open space planning.
The discussion paper refers to the fact that the Metropolitan Open Space Plan of 1988 committed to developing a linear network of public open space along the Yarra River.  Alas there are several glaring gaps in that linear open space, such as the section between Dickinson Reserve in Kew and Burnley Gardens in Richmond.  Lack of protection of the river corridor has allowed some appalling recent developments, for example the permit to construct an 11-storey apartment building on the prominent bend in the river upstream of Victoria Bridge.

The history of “planning” in Melbourne is filled with good intentions and volumes of words seeking to protect the environment and provide public open space, but sadly the pressures from developers and the expansion ambitions of municipalities have always joined forces to thwart those good intentions.  VEAC has the responsibility to turn the tide of history.   
6.4 
Metro-wide open space strategy
The Yarra River is on the boundary of municipalities and its banks are overseen by numerous councils and governing bodies.  Consequently decisions made by councils tend to have a narrow focus, considering impacts only in the immediate vicinity and with inadequate regard to effects on the opposite bank or up or down stream.
We therefore support the recommendation for a metropolitan-wide strategy for open space which has teeth to override parochial interests, and refer VEAC to our proposal in section 1.2 above for a whole-of-Yarra-Corridor Planning Authority.
6.7.5 
Implications of population growth
The impact on public open space of squeezing more people into Melbourne is devastating.  We draw VEAC’s attention to our comments in section 2 above.  
6.8 
Protecting open space
We share VEAC’s concerns about the incremental loss of open space, but believe that stronger measures are warranted than “this may require strengthening relevant planning provisions”.  Public open space that is lost under buildings is generally lost forever.  

6.9.1 
Providing new open space – Planning mechanisms
We believe that the current mechanism of developer contributions is inadequate, particularly the ability to make a cash contribution in lieu of providing more public space.  More people necessitate more open space.  So any new residential development must ensure a commensurate increase in open space for the number of additional people.  Otherwise we go backwards.
6.9.2 
Public Acquisition Overlay

The PAO system is well-intentioned, eg to close gaps in public access to the Yarra River, but has rarely been of use.  We know of one case where it seems that the opposite was achieved.  
One gap in public access to the Yarra is the site of the former Metropolitan Fire Brigade’s training facility in Abbotsford.  When the MFB decided to move from the site in the early 2000s, the land should have been converted into public open space, both to fill a gap in river access and to augment open space in a high-density inner suburb.  Instead the land was sold for private development.  This made a joke of the PAO strategy.

The discussion paper draws attention to the expectation by government that state owned enterprises act “commercial” and pay a dividend to the state.  This policy has merit in terms of encouraging economic efficiency but should not (as seems to be the case above) override the public good. 
6.9.3 
Multiple use of public land

The discussion paper notes Melbourne Water’s “84hundred campaign” to encourage the recreational use of waterways.  We support this campaign for two reasons.  One is that our waterways provide high quality opportunities for recreation and so are important community assets.  The other reason is that our waterways need better care, and a prerequisite is that the community learns to appreciate and understand them.  
One adages we regularly quote is from French oceanographer, Jacques Cousteau who said “people protect what they love”.

8.2 
Protecting biodiversity
We agree strongly with the comment (section 8.2.2 Waterways) that Melbourne’s waterways “are some of our most valuable natural assets and provide immense community benefits”.  That said, we endorse the view that protection of them is needed at a large scale, hence our proposal in section 1.2 above for a whole-of-Yarra-Corridor Planning Authority.
We also draw VEAC’s attention to the need to provide buffer space around public spaces that serve as wildlife habitats to minimize the edge effects of noise, weeds and other pests coming from the adjacent private land.  Refer also to our comment on building height and setback in section 3 above.
The Crown land (Yarra Valley Parklands) adjacent to the Yarra River between Warrandyte State Park and Fitzsimmons Lane is rich in indigenous species some of which are listed under the Flora & Fauna Guarantee Act.  The land is an important element in maintaining a continuous habitat corridor, and is surrounded by suburbia.  We recommended that the status of the land be upgraded to that of State Park so that its biodiversity can be better protected.
9.6.2
Pricing public land

We strongly agree with the comment in the discussion paper that Crown land which can have any public use is never sold for non-public purposes.  Once sold, it can rarely be regained.
Draft recommendation C – Regional park
The recommendation is that these parks be used for activities including (on formed tracks) car touring, trail bike riding and horse riding.  These three activities can damage the natural environment and disturb other park uses, so whilst we note that their use in restricted to formed tracks, we believe that the dominate uses of the parks should be passive/nature-based recreation and wildlife habitat.

Draft recommendation E – Natural features reserve
We note the recommended ban on domestic stock grazing in streamside areas.  Whilst this recommendation relates to the natural feature reserves listed in appendix 5, we believe the ban should apply to all waterways.  The environmental damage to waterways and their banks from stock is well acknowledged and should cease.
Draft recommendation G – Water production areas
We note the recommended ban on domestic stock grazing on land associated with water supply.  As stated above, this ban should extend to all waterways.

10.2 
Enhance protection of biodiversity

Please note our recommendation (section 8.2 above) to upgrade an important part of Yarra Valley Parklands to State Park status
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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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