Grassy Plains Network

Submission on new suburban parks
Kororoit Regional Park
Werribee Township Regional Park
Werribee River Park
Toolern Creek Regional Park

9 July 2021

Introduction
The GPN represents about 200 land management professionals, academics, ecologists and
community concerned about the decline of our grassy ecosystems across Melbourne and its
surrounds. We have substantial expertise in grassland management and policy at community and
local and state government levels. We use that expertise to advocate for improved grassland
protection and management and to provide support and resources across the grassland community.
The area that the GPN focuses on consists primarily of volcanic plains grassland, which by most
estimates is reduced to less than 2% of its original extent across the whole bioregion, possibly a lot
less. Other associated ecosystems such as ephemeral wetlands, escarpment shrublands, grassy
woodlands are scattered across the Melbourne area, and have also been drastically reduced in
extent.
The Victorian Flora & Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 lists the following communities as threatened:
•
•

Western (Basalt) Plains Grasslands Community
Western Basalt Plains (River Red Gum) Grassy Woodland Floristic Community.

The Federal Environment Protection & Biodiversity Conservation Act (1999) lists the following
communities (in some cases more or less equivalent to those listed at state level):
•
•
•
•

Grassy Eucalypt Woodland of the Victorian Volcanic Plain (Critically Endangered)
Grey Box (Eucalyptus microcarpa) Grassy Woodlands and Derived Native Grasslands of
South-eastern Australia (Endangered)
Natural Temperate Grassland of the Victorian Volcanic Plain (Critically Endangered)
Seasonal Herbaceous Wetlands (Freshwater) of the Temperate Lowland Plains (Critically
endangered).

Numerous species endemic to, or common in these ecosystems are also listed. Ongoing effects of
fragmentation and weed invasion mean that many if not all of these ecosystems, and
threatened/endangered species within them, will continue to deteriorate and disappear without
active conservation management to turn the situation around.
The western and northern periphery of Melbourne in particular 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 three 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, along with in-fill development in established suburbs. Successive
Governments and development approvals have typically allowed clearing of urban-fringe grassland
in exchange for distant off-sets on the Volcanic Plains.
Melbourne’s grasslands are important not only for biodiversity, but also for providing natural openspace 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, without a sense of the character that makes the region
unique and beautiful.
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Grassland ecosystems are undoubtedly one of the most difficult ecosystems to protect and restore.
It has been almost 30 years since the Great Plains Crash conference in 1992 highlighted the
desperate need for a better understanding of grassland ecology, and the urgency for conservation of
unprotected remnants. Since that time, there has been a plethora of social and scientific research;
conferences, workshops and seminars; field trips, community engagement and community
education: all highlighting the substantial and ongoing threats to this ecosystem.
There have been some great achievements. New grassland conservation areas, large and small, have
been created across Melbourne’s west and north. Some degraded remnants have been relieved of
the burden of high threat weeds and pest animals; and in a few cases there has even been
restoration of some elements of the indigenous biota. A multitude of scientific, technical and
community-based networks that focus on the grassland story have been established and then
disbanded.
Despite all of this, we continue to witness the destruction of critical grassland remnants. High quality
areas that were known to support threatened plants and animals; or support an impressive diversity
of flora; or support a unique suite of species. These patches have been lost forever to make way for
infrastructure, roads, housing and industrial precincts.
In order to turn around the dire situation for Melbourne’s grasslands, it is imperative that state
government fast-track conservation management of the identifiedconservation areas within the
Urban Growth Zone under the MSA agreement.

Early engagement
Parks Victoria is to be commended on this early engagement.
However, we note that there is insufficient material online for the general public to make informed
feedback on these parks. For meaningful engagement Parks Victoria must provide more detailed
mapping showing natural values, including views, context, and proposed adjacent development, as
well as articulating the requirements prescribed by the MSA/BCS process.
We also note that the BCS areas are not new parks, in that they have been mandated since the MSA
in 2009.
We note some of the following points raised will be beyond Parks Victoria scope, but we urge Parks
Victoria to support these points in their discussions with DELWP and VPA.

Core objectives must be met
Above all else, Parks Victoria must ensure that the design and function of the new suburban parks
meets the requirements of the Biodiversity Conservation Strategy for Melbourne’s Growth Corridors
(2013) (BCS). Kororoit Regional Park includes BCS3 and BCS14. Werribee Township regional Park
includes BCS14, as does Toolern Creek Regional Park.
The BCS mandates the following conservation outcomes for the natural temperate grasslands
protected as part of the MSA, including BC3 (Kororoit Regional Park):
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The long term sustainability and persistence of the Natural Temperate Grasslands of the
Victorian Volcanic Plain ecological community through permanent protection and
enhancement of the ecological functions and values.
The BCS states mandates the following conservation outcomes for the Growling Grass Frog (BCS14):
•
•

Functioning sustainable populations of Growling Grass Frog within and adjacent to the
2010 Urban Growth Boundary with connectivity between populations
Protection and enhancement of important populations of Growling Grass Frog including
Kororoit Creek.

In additional Parks Victoria must meet the following objectives for regional parks stated in Realising
the value of Victoria’s public land (2021):
•
•

Provide opportunities for informal recreation for large numbers of people associated
with the enjoyment of natural or seminatural surroundings or semi-natural open space
Protect and maintain natural or semi-natural features and scenic landscapes.
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Locations of BCS 3 and 14 from BCS.
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Further considerations
Survey: All acquired land must be thoroughly surveyed prior to any further action beyond immediate
weed management. At the moment no adequate surveys exist. Much of the BCS data was modelled
data and hence unreliable. In addition, land has been privately managed (or not managed) since the
timestamping of data in 2009, and significant changes in quality can be expected.
Land acquisition: Needs to be achieved as quickly as possible. Leaving land to private management
means biodiversity values are likely to continue to decline.
•

•

•
•
•

Must acquire most important parcels first. Protecting the best-quality remnant needs to be
prioritised over convenience of management. Acquiring contiguous land parcels is not as
important as protecting the best patches.
Adopt a staged approach, embracing temporary facilities, e.g. visitors centre, ephemeral
paths (perhaps using mown firebreaks), relocatable signage. Movement lines and best
location for facilities will change as land parcels are acquired.
Ensure early branding to build community trust in process
Establish and maintain good relations with land holders in the interim, providing support for
weed management
Advocate for financial incentives for conservation management, e.g. no land tax for farmers
involved in maintaining their land for conservation purposes.

Restoration. Direct sowing will give the best long-term results for restoration and can be applied to
highly degraded areas. It is an excellent technique for creating areas of strong visual interest,
especially with herbs. Direct sowing requires good forward planning to create seed supply. Seed
production areas need to be well-located and set-up with the capacity to expand as required.
Industry partners needs to be made aware of future needs. Because novel ecosystems, e.g.
biodiverse grasslands created from areas with little or no existing native vegetation, will not be
subject to the same controls as remnant vegetation, such restoration sites are perfect locations for
visitor engagement – children and dogs can play, trampling is allowed – and this takes pressure off
remnant areas.
PSP planning: Parks Victoria need to engage with VPA in the PSP planning process early to ensure
the best biodiversity conservation outcomes for areas where the PSP process is ongoing, e.g.
Kororoit PSP Stage 2. The location of major roads, the provision of road crossings, the presence or
absence of street trees and the general road cross-section, fauna-sensitive lighting, the planting
strategies for roadsides within the conservation area, location of potential bridges and biolinks, all
need to be considered as the earliest possible stage.
Early works should not commence until a detailed site survey is conducted if those works might
impact movement of fauna or visitors, the location of amenities or the quality of existing vegetation.
Active recreation needs to be contained to activities and locations that don’t compromise the
biodiversity values of the parks. The use of buffer zones of varying extent will be a significant tool in
achieving this.
Visual design: Parks Victoria should be encouraged to move into bold planting design using
grassland species.
Lighting needs to be kept to an absolute minimum, and fauna-friendly
Sound mitigation needs to be considered.
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Early engagement with community. PV is already doing this, but the engagement needs to be
ongoing, meaningful, innovative and multilingual.
Park design needs to actively consider connections to adjacent areas of biodiversity significance.
Landscape scale connectivity is vital. Careful and considered integration with adjacent biodiversity
assets will have substantial benefits for regional conservation values. These adjacent areas needs to
be located, mapped and their future uses understood.
Existing hydrology should be maintained. Preserve all overland flows, including ephemeral.
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Kororoit Regional Park
The fundamental importance of a vision
Kororoit Regional Park can become an exemplar of what a great grassland park can be. With the
right vision, aspirations, funding and management that embraces a long-term restoration approach,
Kororoit Regional Park can become a remarkable large-scale park in an urban setting. Kororoit
Regional Park can provide a powerful floral experience, achieve great conservation outcomes and
provide substantial amenity for the people of the region.
However, the potential problems of Kororoit Regional Park parallel those of the Western Grassland
Reserve, which has devolved into a legal process of land process and an exercise in weed
management.
Hopefully, because of Kororoit’s more manageable scale, and the immediate adjacency of residential
development, the park can show the way forward for the longer term project of the Western
Grassland Reserves.
Kororoit Regional Park can actively showcase the potential of using ‘scrape and sow’ restoration
techniques to create biodiverse, visually powerful grassland experiences. Techniques for the largescale reintroduction of Themeda into C3 grassland should also be explored. The infrastructure for
creating this experience, e.g. the seed production areas, could be an integral part of the visitor
experience.
Australia doesn’t have a park like what Kororoit Regional Park could be. This is a first. Not just a
grassland park, but a restoration experience, unfolding over time. Show the process. Show the
science. Consider a design competition. GPN urges Parks Victoria to make Kororoit Regional Park
exceptional.

Grassland goals
Use existing biodiversity values as a template to create a mosaic of novel grassy plantings
interspersed through a predominantly preserved and restored grassland reserve.
The mosaic captures a sense of previous land use, the cultural history of place, as well as weed
invasion, while returning biodiverse plantings that strengthen the remnant grassland and creating
distinctive design opportunities.
Trees are encouraged in areas where they don’t impact remnant grassland, to provide shade and
shelter and to minimise weeds.
Using trees and “scrape and sow” techniques will minimise long-term maintenance costs while
creating amenity for visitors and a strong visitor experience.
Two priority actions take place in parallel.
1. Management of existing remnant to stop the spread of weeds and reduce biomass
2. Insertion of novel grassy planting in areas where remnant vegetation doesn’t exist or has
been effectively lost to weeds.
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Method
To do this, follow these steps as parcels are acquired.
1. Survey all land and categorise into
• (R) Remnant grassland (or wetland) that is not too weedy
• (E) Densely weedy patches and exotic groundcover that can be scraped and sown or
planted with trees
• (T) Treed areas where trees are not weedy and don’t impact remnant vegetation. These
trees will be retained.
2. Preserve all structures, or at least their slabs. These can be repurposed as visitor facilities,
for maintenance, or as Seed Production Areas (SPAs)
3. Retain all fences, or at least the fence posts, for sense of prior land use
4. Identify locations of maintenance tracks and facilities, and temporary visitor facilities
5. Create SPAs on concrete pads
6. Scrape and sow all E-Type areas that aren’t for maintenance or other facilities with novel
grassy planting:
• Where possible, in patches of novel grassy planting, plant some trees where those trees
won’t impact remnant grassland
• Use suites of species to create place identity (e.g. the Rutidosis parcel) and wayfinding
(e.g. Lomandra Way)
• Use species mixes to create a strong visitor experience.
7. Locate new facilities on areas of novel grassy planting, or on existing slabs
8. Until parcels are contiguous and fully surveyed, where possible keep paths and maintenance
tracks ephemeral (e.g. mown only and varied from year to year) or temporary (e.g. gravel).
Once parcels are contiguous and surveyed, permanent paths can be created. Temporary
gravel paths can later be resown as novel grassy planting.

Considerations
Design for herbicide use. Consider planting monocots and dicots separately.
Be practical with species. Some seed will be plentiful. Use this on large areas of novel grassy
planting, e.g. along the length of Neale Road.
Novel grassy planting can mean simply native lawn.
All roadsides should be considered as being part of the total park experience and treated as being
the first land acquired. Their surveying and design can proceed before any land parcels are acquired.
Scrape and sow will produce large amounts of fill. It may be possible to mound and spray out this
soil, using it as a topographical feature.
Some visitor experiences will need to be staged and only included once good opportunities arise
through the land acquisition process. For instance, mountain bike riding and camping.
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Native vegetation habitat score (partially modelled), as supplied by Parks Victoria. On-ground
surveys will be needed to confirm these values because modelled data is insufficient.
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Toolern Creek Regional Park
A major issue is how to mitigate the effects of the presence of a future east–west arterial road
cutting through the GGF conservation zone. The PSP has been completed for this area, which is
unfortunate because the presence of this road is a poor planning outcome for the biodiversity values
of this regional park. Parks Victoria are urged to work closely with other relevant stakeholders to
ensure effective sound mitigation and pollutant controls and that light spill is kept to an absolute
minimum.
Woodland EVCs should be strengthened through plantings that extend their reach, connect
fragments and provide buffers.
Active sports areas should be managed to minimise their impacts of GGF areas.
Surveys need to accurately locate natural values
Connections to adjacent uses, e.g. sports facilities, need to be carefully planned to minimise
disturbance to habitat areas.
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Map supplied by Parks Victoria.
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Werribee Township Regional Park
While this is predominantly land set aside for Growling Grass Frog, the site does have areas of
significant conservation importance beyond the GGF areas. These need to protected, despite the
limited space available for visitor facilities. River crossing points need to be carefully considered.
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