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Green Wedges Coalition - a vision for Melbourne  

PARLIAMENTARY INQUIRY INTO ECOSYSTEM DECLINE IN VICTORIA 

GREEN WEDGES COALITION SUBMISSION – 31 AUGUST 2020 

 

The Green Wedges Coalition is pleased to have an opportunity to contribute to this Parliamentary Inquiry 
into ecosystem decline.  

Our submission is concerned with the issue of ecosystem decline in the Melbourne Metropolitan area.  

 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The Green Wedges Coalition has a major overall concern that inadequate attention is given in tackling 
ecosystem decline to the role of planning schemes in determining policy for future land use and 
development at both the State and Local Government levels.  
 
The Green Wedges Coalition played a significant role in the process that saw the Green Wedges formally 
recognised in Melbourne 2030 that included an Implementation Plan for the Green Wedges. Legislation 
for the ongoing protection of the Green Wedges was passed by the State Government in 2003. The 
Green Wedge zones were introduced, that included in their purpose, planning policy to specifically 
recognise, protect and conserve environmental values. This was a fundamental and major step forward 
in maintaining the vision for the Green Wedges first introduced into planning for Melbourne's future in 
the late 1960's. 
 
The impacts on ecosystem decline through the planning process are at two levels. There is the State 
Government level and we have documented the issue of the impact of planning decisions on 
Melbourne's Volcanic Plains Grasslands. The other is at the level of the strategic planning for and daily 
implementation of statutory planning decisions for each of the 17 individual 'Green Wedge' 
municipalities. 
 
In our submission we detail examples of planning policy failure and the urgent need to strengthen the 
planning policy for the Green Wedges to counter the decline of the natural ecosystems that are under 
major threat from built development pressure. This is based on our lived experience over almost two 
decades at the coal face through local community groups involved everyday with the effects of 
inappropriate development that is resulting in a significant and accumulative loss of the natural 
ecosystem.    

 

THE GREEN WEDGES AND METROPOLITAN MELBOURNE 

 

Protection and enhancement of the natural environment in Green Wedges is a major issue for 
metropolitan Melbourne as the health of these natural ecosystems is vital to sustaining the 
benefits derived from urban nature, indigenous vegetation communities and associated habitat 
for native fauna, cleaner air and water and reduced heat impacts of climate change. 
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The natural environment is a major component protected under existing planning policy for the Green 
Wedges and the scope of this issue can be appreciated from the map below that shows the extent of the 
Green Wedges that cover some 600,000 hectares.  

 

 

(Source: The Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning) 

The Green Wedges Coalition is comprised of 164 community groups from around Victoria. The Green 
Wedges were originally put into place in 1971 and formally recognised in 2002 in the planning document 
Melbourne 2030. Since our group formed, we have worked tirelessly to protect Green Wedges from 
inappropriate development. As a result, we have extensive experience in working with planning issues, 
drawing upon federal, state and local planning legislation and developing a practical understanding of 
how the regulations interact and operate ‘on-the-ground’.  

In its charter, the Green Wedges Coalition recognises that: 

This vision for Melbourne, handed down by our parents’ generation, has helped make ours 
into one of the most liveable cities in the world.  At a time of unrivalled prosperity, rising 
community awareness and appreciation of the value of green city spaces to our personal 
wellbeing, we regard maintaining the green wedges for future generations as a yardstick for 
our generation’s commitment to developing a sustainable city in a sustainable world. 

We represent the lived experience of planning decisions that affect our daily lives, and we have tracked 

the ongoing effects of inappropriate development and the impacts on communities for almost two 

decades. 

We have addressed the key questions as set out in this Parliamentary Inquiry below.  
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(A) THE EXTENT OF THE DECLINE OF VICTORIA’S BIODIVERSITY AND THE LIKELY IMPACT ON PEOPLE, 
PARTICULARLY FIRST PEOPLES, AND ECOSYSTEMS, IF MORE IS NOT DONE TO ADDRESS THIS, 
INCLUDING CONSIDERATION OF CLIMATE CHANGE IMPACTS; 

NEED TO PROTECT ALL INDIGENOUS VEGETATION COMMUNITIES 

There is a need for recognition of the vital importance of indigenous vegetation cover in the Green 

Wedges and its vital contribution to the sustainability and liveability of Melbourne as a major 

metropolis. 

There is an understandable focus on ‘at risk’ species of indigenous flora and fauna under National and 

State legislation. But at the same time there needs to be a similar focus on protecting all indigenous 

vegetation communities. Not only do the indigenous vegetation communities provide the natural 

environment and habitat on which at risk fauna and flora depend for their long term survival but are 

fundamental to the State Government achieving its policy of achieving net gain in the quantity and 

quality of indigenous vegetation in the Green Wedges. 

Our indigenous vegetation communities in the Green Wedges provide: 

 Habitat for all indigenous fauna and flora 

 Canopy cover that reduces the heat island impacts in Melbourne. 

 Critical connections between ecosystems. This includes natural wildlife corridors between 

otherwise isolated public nature reserves (e.g. National Parks and Council Reserves). This is 

particularly important with the need for migration of indigenous species to meet changes 

conditions under climate change. 

 Protection of the natural infrastructure of our waterways. 

CONNECTIVITY 

Plan Melbourne identifies that: 

Existing green spaces need to be protected and new green spaces need to be created to improve 
landscape connectivity and resilience. 

The vital importance of landscape connectivity for nature conservation is well recognised and 

documented internationally. It is vital to connecting otherwise isolated parks and reserves. This is 

essential to enable genetic diversity to make species more robust to changes in environment conditions. 

Connectivity increases the size of habitat availability and most significantly in this era of climate change 

enables species to migrate to from increasing hostile changes conditions to more suitable habitat for 

their survival.  

A diagram sourced from work done by the Cardinia Environment Coalition has produced a useful 

diagram to show the different types of connectivity. Both road corridors and waterways are avenues for 

connectivity.  
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The Port Phillip and Westernport CMA hosts and coordinates a Living Links program that has as its goals: 

 A web of green. The region supports an interconnected network of high-quality natural 
spaces and associated recreational assets. 

 People are connected to nature. The community values, uses and actively cares for 
natural spaces (and associated recreational assets) across the region. 

 Urban nature is valued and resourced. Government and stakeholders see urban nature 
(and associated recreational assets) as a high priority for support and investment. 

Current Living Links partners include a number of Green Wedge municipalities along with Melbourne 

Water, Parks Victoria and South East Water, Conservation Volunteers Victoria and Bushwalking Victoria.  

A useful reference to understand what is being done, is a publication called Living Links – Corridors of 

Connectivity- Master Plan Project 2 Discussion Paper – October 2010 that shows mapped corridors for 

thirteen waterways in the foothills of the Dandenongs and Port Phillip Bay in Melbourne’s southeast. 

THE ONGOING LOSS OF MELBOURNE’S VOLCANIC PLAINS GRASSLANDS 

The western and northern periphery of Melbourne (green wedge, outer suburbs and growth corridor) is 

significant for grassland conservation. It previously supported the largest concentration of high quality 

grassland on the Volcanic Plain – mainly due to urban land speculation reducing the impacts of 

introduced pasture conversion and cropping.  As recently as the 1980s and early 1990s large paddocks 

of kangaroo grassland, rich in herbs were common here.  However over the last 3 decades urban 

expansion and development, and weed invasions, have reduced Melbourne’s grasslands to scattered 

fragments of their previous extent.   

In particular the massive expansion of the urban growth boundary since 2010 has taken its toll, 

removing many of a diverse network of grassland sites, and connecting waterway habitats.  In-fill 

development in established suburbs has also resulted in on-going loss of remaining high quality 

grassland sites.  Successive Governments and development approvals have typically allowed clearing in 

exchange for distant off-sets on the Volcanic Plains. 
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Melbourne’s grasslands are important not only for biodiversity, but also for providing natural open-

space and a connection to nature for rapidly expanding urban communities and many different migrant 

groups.  Without the grasslands, and connecting waterway corridors, Melbourne’s west risks becoming a 

vast, alienating urban sprawl, with little access to natural open space and more prone to social problems 

as a result.   

The cultural significance of Melbourne’s grasslands is immense, as there is evidence they have in part 

resulted from well developed farming practices of aborigines over thousands of years.  The ancient 

astronomical stone circle in the grasslands at Wurdi Youang near the You Yangs is testament to this 

culture.   With the loss of the grasslands, the connection to ancient aboriginal culture and way of life is 

also diminished. 

Whilst the extent of Melbourne’s grasslands have been drastically reduced in recent decades there is 

still the opportunity to protect a diverse grassland conservation network across the green wedge, 

growth corridor and western suburbs.  However Government must act now before it’s too late, 

implementing conservation reserves which were promised, and protecting high quality grassland sites 

on urban development land. 

CASE HISTORY: FRIENDS OF THE GLENFERN GREEN WEDGE 

The Friends of the Glenfern Green Wedge (FGGW) is a volunteer environment group of approximately 

30 members operating in of Knox and the neighbouring areas of the Yarra Ranges. The group is also an 

active member of the Green Wedge Coalition. The FGGW group offers a typical example or ‘case history’ 

of the activities undertaken by local communities in efforts to save their precious flora and fauna.   

The numbers of threatened species in Knox is typical of other urban areas. The Sites of Biological 

Significance surveys commissioned by Knox Council in 2010 and conducted by Dr Graeme Lorimer 

indicate that that there is less than 3% remnant vegetation remaining in Knox. The study found of Knox’s 

local plant species, 39% are locally critically endangered, 23% Endangered, 17% Vulnerable, and 6% 

Locally extinct. In addition, Knox has many other plants and animals recorded on state and federal 

threatened-species lists, e.g. the State-Wide Integrated Flora and Fauna Teams (SWIFT) website 

documents 37 species of threatened birds, 5 species of threatened mammals and 2 species of 

threatened fish.  

A further indication of the dire situation regarding species decline, FGGW commissioned a report by 

Birdlife Australia in 2011, which looked at bird species in the area of Ferny Creek. The report details 200 

birds that have been recorded in the area. Of these, 11 are sited as endangered, 16 vulnerable, 4 

critically endangered, and 4 near-threatened. Also, the report identifies 12 birds on Australian 

Government bi-lateral agreement with Japan (JAMBA) and China (CAMBA). FGGW has been conducting 

regular monthly bird surveys on the Ferny Creek Reserve since December 2015 and our surveys are 

entered into the Atlas of Australian Birds. We have personally sighted many of these rare species, 

including the JAMBA- and CAMBA-listed cattle egret and Latham’s snipe.  
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FGGW has worked on Ferny Creek in Upper Ferntree Gully for approximately 10 years. The group works 

collaboratively with Knox Council, Melbourne Water, and other friends’ groups (e.g. the Knox 

Environment Society) in propagating local plants and rehabilitating local sites, particularly the reserve on 

Ferny Creek. This reserve was ‘won’ by fighting a subdivision through Knox Council and VCAT over a 

period of approximately 5 years. Since then, FGGW has continued to care for the site through 

revegetation, weeding and monitoring of flora and fauna. This is typical of many local friends’ groups, 

who in addition to revegetation and maintenance works, also often undertake ‘citizen science’ 

monitoring of birds, frogs, insects, marsupials, etc. through apps such as the Melbourne Water Frog 

Census.  

Every time the community is told by developers, council, planning panels and other authorities that we 

must be prepared to ‘compromise’, we often point out that in Knox, we have already compromised at a 

ratio of 98% (us) to 3% (developers), and when we are asked to further compromise, this brings us to 

the brink of 100% comprise on our part – there will soon be nothing left to compromise. When you have 

only 3% remnant vegetation as in Knox, lots of ‘small compromises’ add up significantly and the overall 

result is catastrophic, which is why we are facing mass extinctions of species. For this reason, groups 

such as FGGW find themselves continually in the position (in addition to all their work on the ground in 

rehabilitating and caring for local sites) of having to lobby council, state and federal governments, 

appearing before VCAT, and planning panels, or participating in community consultations such as the 

Healthy Waterways Strategy, in order to have some input.  

In many ways, we become the last line of defence because governments do not have the will to put into 

place the necessary legislation and to implement it. Government should be the first line of defence, and 

we call on governments at all levels to acknowledge their responsibilities and put the environment first. 

The usual government rhetoric of any means possible to achieve healthy economy overlooks the fact 

that you can’t have a healthy economy without people being in good health, and people’s health 

depends on health of the environment. We need to ensure the survival of every species not just our own 

– they all matter, because we are all connected. 

 

(B) THE ADEQUACY OF THE LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK PROTECTING VICTORIA’S 
ENVIRONMENT, INCLUDING GRASSLANDS, FORESTS AND THE MARINE AND COASTAL 
ENVIRONMENT, AND NATIVE SPECIES; 

FUTURE LAND USE AND DEVELOPMENT  

In the Green Wedges around Melbourne, there is an urgent need to strengthen the controls in the Rural 
Conservation Zone (RCZ), Green Wedge Zone (GWZ) and Green Wedge A Zone to protect biodiversity. 
The RCZ in particular is the one State-wide rural zone that has a specific focus on conservation of natural 
vegetation communities and habitats.  

There is growing pressure for built development in the Rural Conservation Zone and Green Wedge Zone 
and the current planning provisions are not strong enough to stop a cumulative deleterious impact on 
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biodiversity values resulting in the deterioration, fragmentation and loss of indigenous vegetation 
communities and habitat.  

EXAMPLES OF ONGOING PLANNING POLICY ISSUES IMPACTING ECOSYSTEM DECLINE 

Uncapped built development. 

 

There was commitment made by the Planning Minister in the lead up to the 2018 State Elections to ‘put 

a cap on the size of developments’. 

Excessive built form development and associated infrastructure is a major issue impacting on the Rural 

Conservation Zone and Green Wedge Zone. There is an  ongoing and significant cumulative detrimental 

impact of such individual developments on our natural ecosystems.  

Both a number of ‘Places of worship’ and tourism developments provide examples that amply illustrate 

the impact of excessive built form and associated infrastructure. Some of these are tabulated below. 

Property Zoning Site area  
ha 

Building 
max height 
(m) 

Total building 
footprint 
Sq metres 

RSSB Aust P/L 

Place of Worship 

2 Boundary Rd, Carrum Downs 

GWZ 26.3 11.25 11,835 

Coptic Church, 785 Thompsons 

Rd, Lyndhurst 

GWZ 21.68 23.3 15,000 

Hiltonia Hot Springs 

development, 282 Brown Rd, 

Fingal 

GWZ 14.87  2,772 
(2)

 

Buddhist Temple, 105 Taylors 

Rd, Skye 

GWZ 2.21 10.62 2,173 

Kingston City Church, 448-450 

Heatherton Rd, Clayton South 

GWZ 0.68 10 2,826 

St George Jacobite, Syrian 

Orthodox Church 419 Centre 

Dandenong Road, Heatherton 

GWZ 0.603 12 833 

 

Also the dumping of clean fill is another emerging and rapidly escalating issue that has the potential to 

have a significant impact on ecosystem decline.  

The Green Wedges Coalition considers as a basic principle, all new proposed built form and associated 

infrastructure (e.g. parking, access roads etc) should always be subordinate to rural uses that encompass 

the values fundamental to the Green Wedges.  

The cap on the size of developments needs to both address minimising the building footprint but also 

containing that within a defined building envelope.  
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Figure 1 shows the typical type of approach to built form development in planning applications 

evidenced by the Green Wedges Coalition. It may comply with having a low footprint as defined by the 

immediate area covered by buildings and hard surfaces but it effectively fragments and effectively 

destroys rural land uses that protect the values that are fundamental to the purpose of the Green 

Wedge Zones.  

Figure 2 confines the built form and associated infrastructure to a building envelope and allows for the 

same level of built form but enables continuation or enhancement of rural uses that support the values 

of the Green Wedges. The placement of the development near the road is purely for illustrative 

purposes to shown the confinement of the built form but in reality would need to respond to best 

placement for a given site. 

Failure to apply a building envelope will make imposition of any minimal footprint as meaningless given 

the capacity for the spread of buildings to fragment any given site and effectively negate any rural uses.   

It is proposed that all future planning applications for built development in the Green Wedges must be 

accompanied by a Land Management Plan. This is not proposing any additional red tape but rather a 

formal and transparent process for addressing the decision guidelines as stipulated the planning 

provisions for the Green Wedge Zone and Rural Conservation Zone.  

Other examples of ongoing major detrimental impacts on indigenous vegetation that need to be 
addressed in any move to strengthen the planning provisions to protect biodiversity are uncontrolled 
grazing and pig farming. 
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Uncontrolled grazing 

Uncontrolled grazing is a major issue for the loss of indigenous and other native vegetation.  

Clearance controls for native vegetation under Clause 52.17 Native vegetation do not apply to grazing. 

Specifically, ‘Grazing’ is exempt from clearance controls in relation to freehold land and Crown land in 

accordance with a license, permit or lease granted under applicable legislation.  

Grazing encompasses any animals covered the definition of ‘Animal husbandry’ in the VPPs that 

encompasses ‘Land used to keep, breed, board, or train animals, including birds’ and would include 

cattle, sheep, horses, racing dogs, pigs, etc.  

Achieving protection and enhancement of native vegetation communities on private land is complex as 

there are many types of private land use.  

The only effective way of protecting native vegetation, whether planted seedlings or natural 

regeneration, from grazing animals on private land is by some of fencing, either of individual plants or 

areas for regeneration.  

The Decision guidelines for the RCZ and GWZ require for ‘Rural issues’ that the responsible authority as 

appropriate must consider (inter alia): 

 The environmental capacity of the site to sustain the rural enterprise. 

 The need to prepare an integrated land management plan. 

It is within the power of municipal councils under their planning schemes to require a land management 

plan in relation to any proposed rural enterprise involving Animal production to address the issues of 

whether a site has the environmental capacity to sustain a rural enterprise.  

An example of a Land Management Plan is to be found on the Nillumbik Shire website that says that 

‘These plans should generally accompany planning applications that seek new development and /or the 

introduction of new land uses on land in rural or environmentally significant areas’. 

There is no more work in terms of the planning process as the preparation of a Land Management Plan 

by the applicant is fundamentally being required to address, in a structured way, the questions in the 

existing Decision Guidelines for the GWZ, GWAZ and RCZ. It is reasonable to assume that carrying 

capacity and fencing will be important aspects of any such plan. 

Pig farming 

 

Pig farming was originally defined as ‘Intensive animal husbandry’ in the VPPs and was prohibited in the 

RCZ and GWZ.  Subsequently under the State Government’s ‘Sustainable Animal Industries Initiative’ in 

2018 the pig farm was put under the more general heading of Animal production and intensive animal 

production was limited to cattle feedlots and intensive dairy farms. 
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Pig farming risks the degradation of natural resources including indigenous vegetation (and other native 

revegetation), soil erosion and offsite effluent pollution. 

Clause 53.16 PIG FARM has as its purpose ‘To facilitate the establishment and expansion of pig farms in 

a manner consistent with orderly and proper planning and the protection of the environment. 

Clause 53.16-2 specifies conditions under which pig farm planning applications are exempt from notice 

and third party review. This means that a pig farm could be established without the knowledge of 

surrounding land owners and without any right to object.   

Clause 53.16-3 contains a series of Decision guidelines but these by their very nature are not mandatory 

and it Is not immediately evident that local government has the necessary ‘in-house’ expertise to 

adequately assess such nominated ‘low risk’ planning applications, in accord with the Victorian Low 

Density Mobile Outdoor Pig Farm Planning Permit Guidelines June 2108. 

While there may be some justification for applying this in rural areas outside the Melbourne 

metropolitan area, it is fraught with difficulty for the generally smaller lots found in the RCZ .  Where the 

issues relating to the Decision guidelines especially in relation to ‘The need to protect amenity of existing 

uses on adjoining land’ and ‘The impact of the use of the land on the surrounding area, including from 

emission of noise, light, vibration, odour, dust, or waste product’ becomes so much more concentrated 

with the high likelyhood of close neighbouring properties.  

It could be argued that pig farming should be a prohibited use in the RCZ. But that at the very least all 

applications in the Green Wedges, no matter what the size should be the subject of the normal 

provisions of Section 2 uses for notification and right to object.  

MELBOURNE’S GRASSLANDS 

 

The most blatant and deplorable example of the inadequacy of legislation for protecting Victoria’s 

environment for ecosystem destruction in the Green Wedges since our formation in 2002 was the 

rezoning in 2010 and 2011 of 50,000 ha of Green Wedge land for urban growth, by the Brumby-Madden 

and Napthine-Guy governments. These rezonings have led to the loss of 5000 ha of the best themeda 

(kangaroo) grasslands left in Victoria, vast areas of red gum grassy woodlands in the north, 95% of the 

Merri Creek Corridor, and vast areas of Growling grass frog, Striped legless lizard, Golden sun moth, 

Southern Brown Bandicoot habitat, among other Matters of National Environmental Significance. This 

destruction was given EPBC approval by a Commonwealth Government that accepted that these losses 

could be compensated by putting a Public Acquisition Overlay over 12,000 ha of mostly degraded 

Western Grasslands – now known as the Western Grassland Reserve under an arrangement inaccurately 

called the Metropolitan Strategic Assessment.  

 It is worth noting that we were virtually the only community or environment umbrella group that 

objected to this shameful destruction. Other environment groups were virtually silent and the Greens 

did not vote against the passage of the legislation in the Upper House.  
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To date, of the 12,000 ha covered by the Acquisition Overlay only about 1000 ha has yet been acquired, 

and our members  and former members fought losing battles at the time and are still working with local 

environmental groups trying to save  environmentally  significant remnants along the various creeks 

running through these now Urban Growth Zones. There are now doubts about the future of the much-

vaunted Western Grasslands Reserve, which was always a poor excuse for handing 50,000 ha of the 

Green Wedges to make way for urban development. 

An article in the AGE (see Attachment 1) discusses the issue of the State Government facing potential 

claims of hundreds of millions of dollars in claims for compensation from property owners as it struggles 

with a massive cost blowout and lack of funding to buy land earmarked for Victoria’s critically 

endangered native grasslands reserve. 

(C) THE ADEQUACY AND EFFECTIVENESS OF GOVERNMENT PROGRAMS AND FUNDING PROTECTING 
AND RESTORING VICTORIA’S ECOSYSTEMS; 

FUNDING 

Funding is always a major problem for biodiversity related programs. The provision/delivery of private 
landholder engagement that encourages the protection of significant species and habitats through 
education, support and incentives is essential, along with greater government effort and resources 
focusing on increasing the opportunities for and willingness of landholders to restore and protect 
biodiversity on private lands. 

A strong argument can be made for increasing State Government funding for biodiversity as there 
are considerable overall strong community benefits. Two areas of importance to the State Government 
that could increase opportunities for biodiversity funding are tackling the impacts of climate change and 
protecting essential natural or green infrastructure.   

SUPPORT OF MELBOURNE’S URBAN FORESTRY STRATEGY  

In 2018, a report called ‘Resilient Melbourne’ was released by the ‘The Nature Conservancy’ under its 

Resilient Cities initiative. This initiative is being planned and implemented in conjunction with 

stakeholders including the State Government and 32 Metropolitan Melbourne municipalities. One of the 

long term objectives of this report under the heading of ‘A healthier Environment’ is to: 

Enable strong natural assets and ecosystems alongside a growing population. 

In this regard a major initiative released in June 2019 by the Nature Conservancy was an urban forestry 

strategy called ‘Living Melbourne: Our metropolitan urban forest’.  It warns that  

Changes in urban form, a growing population and climate change – including increasing urban heat – 

leave Melbourne’s greenery vulnerable, and could severely compromise the benefits derived from urban 

nature like cleaner air and water, reduced heat and habitat for wildlife. 

A map of the Melbourne Metropolitan area showing Melbourne’s urban forest is reproduced below. 

This map shows a definition of the distribution of canopy cover as measured by vegetation height.  
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The title of ‘Urban forests’ could lead to a misunderstanding of the role of the ‘rural’ Green Wedges. 

Clearly the Urban Forestry strategy covers the whole of the Metropolitan Melbourne area that 

encompasses the 17 Green Wedge municipal councils out of the total of 33 involved in planning and 

implementing the strategy. This is emphasised by Table 2 from the Urban Forestry Strategy is 

reproduced below which nominates targets by regional groupings of municipal councils that includes all 

the Green Wedge councils. 
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The extent of the potential for a substantial detrimental impact can be gauged by the fact that the 

Green Wedges account for some 68% of the total area of metropolitan Melbourne. More than half of 

that Green Wedges land is privately owned and there is enormous pressure for built development. 

Unless there is serious strengthening of Green Wedges planning policy to put a cap on built 

development, the finding of the ‘Resilient Melbourne’ indicate a serious loss of indigenous vegetation 

communities.  

At present the focus of the Urban Forests strategy is on the middle and inner suburbs. These are 

obviously are very important in reducing the impact of the ‘heat island’ effect in those increasingly more 

densely populated areas but has a real danger of ignoring potential for overall major loss of indigenous 

vegetation communities and need for revegetation in the Green Wedges that make up almost 70% of 

the Melbourne metropolitan areas. 

There is a need to: 

 Protect and enhance all existing indigenous vegetation communities in the Green Wedge.  

 Implement the policy in Plan Melbourne 2017-2050 to maintain and enhance the diversity of native 
flora and fauna habitats and species and achieve a net gain in the quantity and quality of native 
vegetation. 
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 Expand the current focus of the Urban Forestry initiative under Resilient Melbourne to recognise the 
importance of the Green Wedges for protecting and enhancing metropolitan Melbourne’s 
indigenous vegetation communities. 

 

GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE  

Victoria’s 30-Year Infrastructure Strategy (December 2016) identifies that ‘Green infrastructure’ should 

be considered alongside other infrastructure planning in urban environments. The benefits of green 

infrastructure include: 

 Providing shade to mitigate the ‘heat island effect’ to address the challenges of climate change, 

heat related death and increasing urban densities. 

 Protecting and enhancing natural environments and supporting biodiversity by providing the 

critical connections within and between ecosystems. 

 Reducing emissions and addressing air quality, including acting as a carbon sink. 

 Providing a more efficient and effective means of managing stormwater to protect against 

flooding. 

 Delivering energy savings through natural temperature regulation.  

This supports the need put more funding into programs such as the Urban Forestry initiative discuued 

above that delivers these benefits.  

Protection of waterways 

In addition, Victoria’s 30-Year Infrastructure Strategy (December 2016) also identified that: 

An assessment of waterway health by the Victorian Government in 2010 found that 23 per cent of river 
length was in excellent or good condition, 43 per cent in moderate condition, and 32 per cent in poor or 
very poor condition. Basins in eastern Victoria had more river length in good or excellent condition 
compared to the rest of the state (see Figure 16). Soil erosion, land clearing and stormwater run-off are 
some key factors influencing waterway health. Pressures on inland waterways are expected to 
increase with population growth and climate change. 

A number of important issues have been identified by community groups working in this area in regard 

to future land use planning policy and they are: 

 Concerns about the effective application of the legal framework provided by the State 

Environment Protection Policies that potentially provides strong protections for our waterways. 

For example Clause 14.02-1S requires a 30 metre-wide buffer along each side of a waterway but 

is this being rigorously enforced? Similarly, The Healthy Waterways Strategy needs proactive 

support from local councils to ensure it translates into real outcomes.  

 The need for protection of waterways to be part of all conversations on policy involving land use 

planning.  For example, DELPW’s community consultations on ‘Protecting Strategic Agricultural 

Land . . .’ (April 2019) did not mention creeks and rivers in its criteria for discussion. 

 Need to ensure good communication between government, water authorities, and community 

in order to achieve better outcomes for our waterways. It has been reported that a frequent 
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scenario occurring is confusion (between local council, water authorities, and land owners) over 

responsibility for managing creeks and associated buffer zones.  

Overall, authorities both State and Local government need to be proactive in working with landowners 

and informing them of assistance they are entitled to in regard to managing waterways on their 

properties in order to achieve the objectives of the Victorian Planning Provisions. This is particularly 

important when applications for subdivision arise, as these provide opportunities to put into place 

protections for waterways via 173 Agreements and land management plans.   

THE MELBOURNE STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT (MSA) PROGRAM ON MELBOURNE’S GRASSLANDS 
 

The Melbourne Strategic Assessment (MSA) program, was the largest reserve and conservation planning 

program undertaken in Melbourne, aimed at offsetting the environmental impacts of the 2010 urban 

growth boundary expansion.  In particular it focused on offsetting the impacts on the nationally listed 

grassland community, Natural Temperate Grasslands of the Volcanic Plains.  The MSA program was 

underpinned by the strategic assessment provisions of the Commonwealth EPBC Act, and Victoria’s 

native vegetation planning provisions, and Native Vegetation Framework policy. 

The MSA program had a big vision to allow clearing of most grassland in the extensive new western and 

northern growth corridors, in exchange for a large (15, 000) ha grassland reserve in the green wedge 

between Melton and Werribee.  This was purported to increase greatly increase reservation of the 

grassland community up to 20%.  A smaller but significant 1200 ha Grassy Eucalypt Woodland reserve 

was to be established in the northern green wedge. 

Unfortunately planning for the MSA program was rushed before an up-coming State election, and relied 

on often inaccurate grassland mapping, and often used remotely sensed data instead of field surveys.  

There was too much emphasis on offsets in the green wedge, to fast-track urban development.  As a 

result the proposed boundaries of the Western Grassland Reserves comprised in the majority highly 

modified grassland or cropland, with some high quality sections.  In the growth corridor whilst a number 

of valuable new grassland Conservation Areas were planned, these captured less than half of the diverse 

grassland sites there – especially in the west.  Important ecological and open space corridors, such as 

along Skeleton Creek have been whittled away to narrow urban waterway reserves. 

Further to this, the compromised grassland reserves of the MSA program have for the most part not 

been implemented to date, and the grassland within them has been allowed to degrade through weed 

invasions and other impacts.  The recent Auditor General’s report (“Protecting Critically Endangered 

Grasslands”) and recent articles in The Age, have highlighted that only 10% of the Western Grassland 

Reserves have been acquired to date, when under the MSA program all the land should have been 

acquired by 2020.  Efforts to control weed invasions have been piecemeal and ineffective.  Part of the 

problem was the withdrawal of planned up-front Government funding for reserve acquisition, and 

reliance on developer offset fees, which have accrued more slowly than anticipated and may decline 

substantially with the COVID downturn.  State Government seems content with the current incremental 
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approach to acquiring and managing the reserves, which will result in the loss of most grassland values 

before the reserves are acquired in several decades time.   

State Government also appears to have no program to protect high quality grassland sites on urban 

development land in the western suburbs.  Most of these sites are threatened by development unless 

Government intervenes.  Brimbank Council is one urban council which strives to protect grassland sites, 

but faces an up-hill battle due to development pressures.  A partnership between State and local 

government is needed. 

 

(D) LEGISLATIVE, POLICY, PROGRAM, GOVERNANCE AND FUNDING SOLUTIONS TO FACILITATE 
ECOSYSTEM AND SPECIES PROTECTION, RESTORATION AND RECOVERY IN VICTORIA, IN THE 
CONTEXT OF CLIMATE CHANGE IMPACTS; 

Strengthening planning policy for the Green Wedges 

The Green Wedges Coalition strongly advocates that the strengthening of the current planning policy for 
the protection and enhancement of the values of the Green Wedges as recognised by the Green Wedge 
Zone, Rural Conservation Zone and Green Wedge A Zone is critical to protecting and enhancing the 
natural ecosystems that are so vital to the liveability and environmental health of metropolitan 
Melbourne.  

Plan Melbourne 2017-2050: achieving biodiversity targets 

Plan Melbourne sets as its desired planning outcomes for the green wedges and peri-urban areas to: 

Maintain and enhance the diversity of indigenous flora and fauna habitats and species and 

achieve a net gain in the quantity and quality of native vegetation.  

There needs to be a discussion about how this is to be achieved. For example, Clause 52.17 NATIVE 

VEGTATION currently has as its purpose ‘ensuring a policy of ‘no net loss’ of native vegetation. This 

would seem to be at odds with Plan Melbourne. We do note that under the original Native Vegetation 

Management Framework when controls on the clearing of native vegetation were first introduced there 

was a net gain policy. 

It is also a concern that trading the protection of a species or ecological community for its removal 

elsewhere will not halt the decline of that species or community. Environmental offsetting should only 

be used as a last resort with genuine effort made by a proponent to avoid or mitigate impacts as a 

matter of priority. Instead as suggested by Professor Sarah Bekessy from RMIT's Centre for Urban 

Research rather than ‘off-sets’ , developers should be required to improve remaining green space as a 

form of "on-setting".  

The Green Wedges Coalition believes that all applications for built form and associated infrastructure 

should be subject to a Land Management Plan that clearly demonstrates not only the protection of 

existing indigenous vegetation but how it will be managed into the future for net gain.  
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CONCLUSION  

 
The Green Wedges Coalition would ask that this Parliamentary Inquiry provide submitters, who wish to 
do so,  with the opportunity to further talk to submissions through an  in-person presentation, 
depending on the circumstances either face-to-face or remotely. This would enable us to illustrate 
through a range of site specific examples, including photographs, the issues we have raised in our 
submission.  

 
In closing we would like to thank the Parliament for instituting this most important inquiry. 
 

Green Wedges Coalition (Guardians Alliance) Inc 

31 August 2020 
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Attachment 1 

THE AGE  

State faces hundreds of millions in 
compensation over neglected grassland 
reserve 
 
By Royce Millar and Miki Perkins 

July 24, 2020 — 11.45pm 

 

The Andrews government faces hundreds of millions of dollars in claims for compensation from 
property owners as it struggles with a massive cost blowout and lack of funding to buy land earmarked 
for Victoria’s critically endangered native grasslands reserve. 

An investigation by The Age has found that a large suburban builder, the Dennis Family Corporation, is 
among a number of landowners planning to sue the government after properties it owned were 
included in the proposed Western Grassland Reserve 10 years ago. 
 
Neither the government nor the Dennis Family Corporation will discuss the compensation or their 
negotiations, but real estate experts active in the area say they anticipate the claim is likely to be at least 
$100 million but possibly as much as $200 million – the biggest compensation claim yet from reserve 
landowners. 

Documents obtained under freedom of information reveal that in May 2019 the government was in 
confidential negotiations with the Dennis Family Corporation to buy 2500 hectares of land within the 
15,000-hectare reserve. 
 

The documents show the Dennis Family Corporation refused a government offer and in mid-2019 
informed the state environment department that it planned to sell the properties privately. 

It also said it would claim compensation for the impact of a public acquisition overlay placed over the 
reserve by the government in 2010. The overlay, which the Dennis Family Corporation had called a 
“planning blight”, flags the government’s intention to buy private properties and turn them into a 
reserve, and it also restricts what owners can do with their land. 

https://www.theage.com.au/by/royce-millar-hve6s
https://www.theage.com.au/by/miki-perkins-hve8w
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Dan Minogue is a senior partner with law firm Rennick and Gaynor and has represented numerous 
landowners in the reserve. He does not represent the Dennis Family Corporation but said the reserve 
had destroyed the “dreams” of many owners. 

He said he expected “massive claims” from larger landowners. However, it was daunting for smaller 
owners to take legal action against the government. 

“If they want to do anything with the property like getting a planning permit, selling the land or 
borrowing against it, they find it is just too hard.” 

This week The Age confirmed the government has just $53 million set aside to spend on the grasslands 
reserve despite soaring land purchase costs and compensation outlays that have doubled the estimated 
cost of the program since 2013 to almost $2 billion. 
 
How it plans to pay for large compensation claims is unclear. 

Cattle grazing on the Western Grassland Reserve. 
 
Environmentalists and experts are increasingly concerned that the reserve program is failing the 
endangered grasslands and woodlands it was supposed to protect. The Victorian Auditor-General found 
the government had purchased just 10 per cent of the land for the reserve. 

“This is an irreplaceable ecosystem teetering on the brink of extinction,” said Australian Conservation 
Foundation nature campaigner, Jess Abrahams, “yet the government has not been prepared to invest 
and save these unique grasslands so the next generation can experience them.” 

In 2010 the Brumby government promised to purchase all the properties and establish the reserve by 
2020 as part of a plan to protect grasslands and grassy woodlands listed as critically endangered by the 
federal government. Experts say as little as 1 per cent remains of Victoria’s once-extensive native 
grasslands and woodlands. 

But rather than compulsorily acquiring the reserve with upfront funding, Victorian governments, both 
Labor and Coalition, promised to make developers pay a levy for removing smaller grassland patches as 
they built suburbs elsewhere on the urban fringe, which would be put into a fund to purchase land in 
the far south-west. 

However, long delays in government land acquisition due to lack of funds has led to deterioration of the 
quality of the grasslands in the reserve through weed infestation, while land values have risen 
dramatically. The government’s own figures show a 200 per cent increase from mid 2017 to early 2019 
alone. 

Victoria University ecologist Megan O’Shea is among the experts calling for a rethink of Victoria’s 
grassland strategy. She said the federal and state governments should reassess the decision to allow the 
removal of many smaller patches of grasslands, which are often healthy and self-contained ecosystems. 
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“It’s very unclear that the Western Grasslands Reserve matches up with what’s been lost elsewhere,” 
she said. 

The Age can reveal that in the decade since the 2010 promise, property interests have bought more of 
the land than the government has, raising doubt about the reserve’s future. When the Dennis family 
advertised the property for sale it spruiked it as a “land-banking opportunity” and targeted “buyers 
willing to take a long term view”. 
Add to shortlist 

News of the private sale has fuelled doubt among landowners, property entrepreneurs and 
environmentalists about the government commitment to the reserve. 

The grasslands is located in the burgeoning municipality of Wyndham, one of the fastest growing 
municipalities in Australia and just beyond the perimeter of Melbourne’s western growth corridor and 
land values are soaring in anticipation of future housing development or lucrative hard rock basalt 
quarrying. 
 
The Morrison government is currently reviewing federal environmental laws, and has proposed 
devolving major development approvals authority to the states. The grasslands saga is now held up by 
environmentalists as an example of what can go wrong when the Commonwealth removes itself from 
responsibility for the environment. 

In 2019 the Andrews government in effect recognised the funding problems by introducing a new 
indexed levy to help pay for the reserve program. But the levy, which took effect this month, is still 
dependent on developer payments and there are no guarantees about the timing of government 
purchases of land. 

Environment Minister Lily D’Ambrosio said the new indexed levy system would secure the revenue to 
complete the purchase of the reserve land. But she would not say when the land acquisitions were 
expected to be completed. 

 

 


